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This thesis serves as a contribution to cross-cultural linguistic research on 
impoliteness. Specifically, it explores the extent to which interpretations of 
impoliteness are largely dependent on the interaction between the hypothesised social 
norms of the situation and contextual variables such as interlocutor relationship. In 
particular, I hypothesise that interpretations of impoliteness are especially sensitive to 
any perceived power differential and social distance between interlocutors. Using a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative data methods, I endeavour to formulate an 
approach which bridges the theoretical divide between first-order and second-order 
theories of impoliteness. In essence, I make a case for a framework that can account 
for both semantic impoliteness and pragmatic impoliteness. The service encounter, a 
context particularly suited for research on impoliteness given the abundance of 
impoliteness metadiscourse it attracts, serves as the testing ground for such an 
approach.  In view of the widely established potential for cross-cultural variation in 
pragmatic norms (eg Zamborlin, 2007), the thesis compares Singapore and Japan, two 
East Asian nations that share not just a model of economic development, but 
Confucian values which potentially impact impoliteness norms. The responses of 100 
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The salesgirl was so rude I knew I was never stepping back in (Neo-Monish, 2010) 
 
The customer may forgive a failing in the technical component of the service but 
will not so easily brush aside cold or unpleasant behaviour from reception staff or 
the rudeness of a waiter (Baccarani, Ugolini and Bonfanti, 2010: 101) 
 
The most common causes for dissatisfaction in service recovery comes from 
service providers' hostility (Hsieh and Lin, 2009: 2993) 
 
Interpretations of impoliteness are largely dependent on the interaction 
between contextual variables and the hypothesised social norms of the situation. In 
this thesis, I investigate the extent to which this is true by selecting a context in which 
evaluations of impoliteness frequently occur, and exploring the factors that render the 
context so susceptible to these evaluations. I hypothesise that the service encounter is 
particularly vulnerable to interpretations of impoliteness, as a consequence of the 
typically asymmetrical relationship between customer and service provider. By 
examining examples of impoliteness in a range of service encounters, this thesis aims 
to gain a deeper understanding of linguistic impoliteness – ranging from its 
constitutive elements, to the factors that give rise to it.  
 
The three quotes above, the first from a magazine article about service in 
Singapore, the second and third, excerpts from papers on customer service and 
customer complaints respectively, condense some of the issues that will be discussed 
in my thesis. Firstly, it appears that there is little tolerance for displays of behaviour 
deemed as ‘rude’, ‘cold’, ‘unpleasant’ or ‘hostile’ on the part of service providers. 
Secondly, the words uttered by Neo-Monish – the salesgirl was so rude I knew I was 
never stepping back in – are surely familiar ones that many of us have either heard or 
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have ourselves articulated at one point or another. From these two points, further 
inferences can be drawn, leading eventually to the main research questions of the 
thesis. From the first point, one can infer that there is an inherent expectation of 
politeness – and a low threshold for impoliteness – in service contexts. Although only 
rude is listed as a synonym for impolite in several thesauri
1
, the idea that behaviour 
that is cold, unpleasant or hostile, the other adjectives that appear in the quotes above, 
may also qualify as impoliteness is not completely unfeasible, depending on one’s 
definition of the term. From the second point, one can infer that service encounters 
are frequently breeding grounds for impoliteness metadiscourse; the strength of the 
expectation of politeness in these contexts not only leaves a wide range of behaviours 
open to interpretations of impoliteness, it also renders occasions on which this 
expectation is not met highly discordant. The jarring salience of such episodes is 
therefore likely to qualify them as future points of discussion, involving for example, 
this rude waiter or that unpleasant salesgirl, thus further reinforcing these 
expectations. In Culpeper’s (2011) Word Sketch2 study of the collocates that 
frequently occur with rude, which he observed to share many similarities with 
impolite, he found that subjects to which this adjective frequently applies include 
‘doorman’, ‘waiter’ and ‘bartender’. The strong correlation that these collocates have 
with public service contexts led him to conclude that ‘people have expectations of 
“service” entitlements in these contexts, which are not always met or are disputed’ 
(p.87).  
 
Putting these points together, it is evident that a discussion of impoliteness can 
be greatly enriched by also including one on the service encounter, and vice versa – 
                                                 
1
 thesaurus.com and Roget’s International Thesaurus 
2




each concept helps bring into sharper relief the other. In particular, because of the 
nature of the relations that exist across different service encounters, I see the analysis 
of various service encounters as a means by which the fairly contentious question of 
what impoliteness really is can be clarified, the achievement of which can, in turn, 
help further the project of consolidating the diverse approaches to impoliteness.  
 
To elaborate on the above, it is my contention that the general intolerance of 
impoliteness in service encounters derives from the distant and asymmetrical relations 
that are commonly perceived to exist between customer and service provider. In other 
words, the normative expectations that typically characterise the service encounter 
render customer-service provider interactions particularly susceptible to 
interpretations of impoliteness. At the same time, it should be noted that this may not 
hold true across all service contexts: Firstly, with respect to the asymmetries in 
customer-service provider relationships, the instability of power and distance as 
contextual variables implies that institutionally accorded credentials or status may not 
always translate to the exercise of power in an actual interaction, while the lack of 
such status or credentials does not necessarily indicate the inability to exert authority 
over more powerful individuals. Similarly, relationships are rarely characterised by 
unwavering degrees of closeness or distance: in the first place, power and social 
distance are variables that may be differently interpreted by each participant in an 
interaction. In the second, power and social distance do not exist as immutable facts 
of a particular relationship; these are variables that can be discursively enacted within 
an interaction.  
 
Continuing the discussion on the potential for variability in the impoliteness 
norms characterising service encounters, power and social distance may interact with 
each other and with other contextual factors in unexpected ways, producing similarly 
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unanticipated effects on the types of expectations held by participants where 
politeness and impoliteness are concerned. Finally, as may already be evident from 
the title of my thesis, I hypothesise that not all service encounters are defined by 
equally strong expectations of politeness and low impoliteness thresholds. Cultural 
boundaries, in particular, may have a role to play in differentiating the type and 
influence of various social norms in regard to impoliteness in service encounters. For 
these reasons, impoliteness in the service encounter may not always be deemed 
unacceptable. I postulate that the exploration of these boundaries of acceptability will 
offer a window into impoliteness; in particular, how it is characterised and the factors 
that affect its characterisation. 
 
Thus, this thesis serves as a valuable contribution to linguistic research on 
impoliteness, a field still in its infancy. Until recently, research on impoliteness has 
been more or less sidelined in favour of research on politeness. Although few in 
number, the current theories of impoliteness offer conflicting explanations of the 
phenomena. I endeavour to formulate an approach which reconciles the merits of 
existing theories, while addressing their shortcomings. Then, I draw on the service 
encounter as a means to explore the validity of such an approach, and, in particular, to 
test the hypothesis that interpretations of impoliteness are largely predicated on the 
interaction between relevant social norms and the perceived relationship between 
interlocutors. To date, there have been no attempts to use the service encounter for an 
extensive study of impoliteness. Yet, as I hope will eventually become apparent in the 
course of this thesis, the presumed hierarchy and distance that are characteristic of 
many customer-service provider relationships presents a treasure trove of 
impoliteness data. It is hoped that my research will generate findings that help clarify 
the concept of linguistic impoliteness, thereby enriching a field that is only now 
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beginning to grow. In the next chapter, I review the literature of impoliteness and 
service and also propose some definitions of my own. In chapter 3, I discuss the 
methods of data collection to be used in the thesis. The subsequent analysis and 
discussion of the data collected will be presented in chapter 4. In the fifth chapter, I 
reexamine my hypothesis in relation to the data collected. Finally, I conclude my 
discussion in the sixth and last chapter, with a recapitulation of the points raised in the 








2.1.1 Approaches to Impoliteness 
There is little agreement amongst writers as to how ‘impoliteness’ should be 
defined. This may in part be due to the controversial nature of the very term, and the 
disagreements over an appropriate label for the subject matter. Many impoliteness 
researchers  make a distinction between rudeness and impoliteness, based on factors 
such as frequency and manner of usage. Some writers, such as Watts (for example 
Watts, 2008), prefer to use the term ‘rudeness’, stating that it is the term that a 
layperson would probably use. In contrast, Culpeper (e.g. 2010: 3233) displays a 
preference for ‘impoliteness’ precisely because its infrequent usage makes it suitable 
for ‘appropriation’. In addition, there are all the other terms that share a semantic field 
with both ‘rudeness’ and ‘impoliteness’, a number of which have already been 
discussed in the introduction. I have decided to use ‘impoliteness’ as a means of 
aligning my thesis with politeness research, since it is from the latter that work on 
impoliteness was inspired. Moreover, some of the fundamental principles that have 
developed from politeness research, from theoretical introspection to data collection 
methods, are also applicable to the analysis of impoliteness. In line with this sharing 
of territory, I will use (im)politeness as a shorthand for politeness and impoliteness. 
Terminology aside, the object under scrutiny is simply a slippery creature, 




- Impoliteness can be considered as any type of linguistic behaviour which is 
assessed as intending to threaten the hearer’s face or social identity, or as 
transgressing the hypothesised community of practice’s norms of appropriacy 
(Mills, 2003: 135) 
- Rudeness is a kind of prototypically non-cooperative or competitive 
communicative behaviour (Kienpointner, 1997:259) 
- Rudeness is behaviour that does not utilise politeness strategies where they 
would be expected, in such a way that the utterance can only or most plausibly 
be interpreted as intentionally and negatively confrontational (Lakoff, 1989: 
103) 
- Nastiness is a strategy of active unpleasantness. Such a strategy typically 
involves an intention on the part of the speaker to cause offence to the hearer 
(Rudanko, 2001: 5) 
- Impoliteness constitutes the communication of intentionally gratuitous and 
conflictive verbal face-threatening acts (FTAs) which are purposefully 
delivered (Bousfield, 2007: 72) 
- Aggravation is studied as a rational attempt to hurt or damage the addressee. 
'Hurt' is achieved by (a) conveying that the addressee is not liked and does not 
belong (positive aggravation) and by (b) interfering with the addressee's 
freedom of action (negative aggravation) (Lachienicht, 1980: 607) 
- Impoliteness occurs when the expression used is not conventionalized relative 
to the context of occurrence; it threatens the addressee’s face but no face-
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threatening intention is attributed to the speaker by the hearer (Terkourafi, 
2008: 70) 
- ‘Impoliteness’ should be seen as a first order concept, i.e., a judgement made 
by a participant in an interaction with respect to the appropriateness or 
inappropriateness of the social behaviour of co-participants (Locher and 
Watts, 2008: 77) 
- Rudeness is defined as a face threatening act (FTA) – or feature of an FTA 
such as intonation – which violates a socially sanctioned norm of interaction 
for the social context in which it occurs (Beebe, 1995: 159) 
The above definitions clearly vary on a number of themes. The table below 
places each of these definitions into several broad categories, with the label of each 
category denoting a concept that is included, whether explicitly or implicitly, in at 
least one of the above definitions of impoliteness. Note that the categories labelled 
First-order and Second-order denote the two eponymous approaches to impoliteness, 
in which impoliteness is either conceived of as a lay term (first-order), or as a 









Table 2.1: Key Concepts in Impoliteness Definitions 








Mills (2003)        
Kienpointner 
(1997) 
       
Lakoff (1989)        
Rudanko 
(2001) 
       
Bousfield 
(2007) 
       
Lachienicht 
(1980) 
       
Terkourafi 
(2008) 
       
Locher & 
Watts (2008) 
       
Beebe (1995)        
 
From the above table, it appears that most of these theorists see intention as 
vital to a definition of impoliteness, and the concept of face marginally less so. With 
the exception of Mills (2003), Terkourafi (2008) and Locher and Watts (2008), most 
of the definitions focus on the productions of the speaker (speaker-driven) rather than 
the perceptions of the hearer (hearer-perceived). This coincides largely with the 
numbers for the first-order vs. second-order categories, where only Mills (2003) and 
Locher and Watts (2008) belong in the latter, as well as the appropriateness category, 
in which only Mills (2003), Locher and Watts (2008) and Beebe (1995) are members. 
The similarities across these three categories suggest that the concepts of first/second 
order, speaker driven/hearer perceived and appropriateness are interrelated.  Given 
that some of these concepts may require further elaboration, this would be a good 
point to launch into a condensed history of impoliteness research. In view of space 
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limitations, only the linguistic pragmatics literature will be considered in this section. 
Although disciplines such as social psychology, sociology and conflict studies, to 
name but a few, also contain many rich and varied accounts of impoliteness, they will 
not be mentioned here.  
Until recent times, linguistics researchers have mostly treated impoliteness as 
an aberration – a pragmatically inconsequential deviation from polite, cooperative 
behaviour, to be skimmed over rather than analysed. Prior to 1980, in which 
Lachienict devoted an entire article to the subject, statements on impoliteness 
appeared mostly as footnotes or brief asides in work on politeness. If there were 
indeed attempts to delve into it, the theories formulated were parallel but ‘opposite 
versions’ of politeness models. For example, both Lachienicht (1980) and Culpeper 
(1996) list a number of impoliteness strategies that correspond approximately to 
Brown and Levinson’s (1978 [1987]) positive and negative politeness strategies. 
These strategies are aimed at addressing threats to positive and negative face 
respectively, where the former refers to the want of every member that his wants be 
desirable to at least some others, and the latter refers to the want of every member that 
his actions be unimpeded. Impoliteness, as Culpeper himself admits in a later 
publication, was treated as parasitic on politeness. However, as this thesis aims to 
show, impoliteness is not just the absence of particular face-saving strategies. After 
all, the absence of these strategies may also occur when 1) the need to communicate a 
particular proposition is very high, such as in an emergency; 2) when there is a large 
status differential between participants, such as in a classroom or courtroom 3) when 
the social distance between participants is low, such as between friends. In these 
situations, face-threatening acts may occur without being evaluated as impolite. 
Impoliteness typically involves a negative evaluation of the situation by at least one 
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participant, whereas something may be construed as a face-threatening act, i.e. 
communicated without a politeness strategy, and yet not be evaluated negatively (in 
the case of an emergency etc). Politeness theories such as Brown and Levinson’s 
cannot distinguish between such acts and genuine face-threatening atcs that are 
evaluated negatively, i.e. impoliteness.  Furthermore, modelling  theories of 
impoliteness on Brown and Levinson’s framework also meant that these theories 
would inherit the problems associated with Brown and Levinson’s framework. Later 
models of both politeness and impoliteness would attempt to address and provide 
solutions to these problems. Thus, research on (im)politeness through the years can be 
divided into two major schools: the classic and post-modern (or discursive) 
approaches. The classic approach, named thus because it developed from work on 
politeness and adopts many of the principles developed within that field, tends to treat 
(im)politeness as a second-order concept, where the aim is to develop a model to 
analyse (im)politeness as a theoretical, linguistically-grounded concept. The 
discursive approach, in contrast, is more inclined towards viewing (im)politeness as a 
first-order concept, which accommodates an understanding of (im)politeness as a lay 
term, and where the level of analysis is at the interpretations that interactants 
themselves make. In the following sub-section, I will first review each of these 
approaches, evaluating their respective merits and drawbacks. I’ll then argue that the 
best approach to impoliteness would be one that combines the merits of both, while 
mitigating their shortcomings. This is something that Culpeper (2011) does 







2.1.2 Two Schools of Impoliteness 
The following are two examples of impoliteness definitions by principal writers in the 
field who tend more towards one approach than the other. The bold words indicate 
key concepts that characterise each approach. 
Classic Approach (Second-order) Discursive Approach (First-order) 
Impoliteness constitutes the communication of 
intentionally gratuitous and conflictive verbal 
face-threatening acts (FTAs) which are 
purposefully delivered  
(Bousfield, 2007: 72) 
‘Impoliteness’ should be seen as a first order 
concept, i.e., a judgement made by a 
participant in an interaction with respect to the 
appropriateness or inappropriateness of the 
social behaviour of co-participants  
(Locher and Watts, 2008: 77) 
 
Thus, even from such a brief comparison, the disparities in the concepts that typically 
characterise each approach are apparent. Researchers like Bousfield (2007) adopt a 
more classic, second-order approach, stressing speaker intention (hence, intentionally 
and purposefully) and linguistic impoliteness formulae, which Bousfield describes as 
verbal FTA. In contrast, discursivists, such as Locher & Watts (2008), advocate a 
first-order approach, playing up the importance of the evaluations that interactants 
themselves derive (hence, made by a participant in interaction), and furthermore, 
evaluations that are derived with respect to some social norm (hence, appropriateness 
and inappropriateness). In focusing on interactants’ contextualised and evolving 
interpretations of (im)politeness instead of shared conventionalised linguistic forms or 
strategies, the discursive approach aims to resolve what it sees as the weakness of the 
classic (im)politeness theories – an excessive focus on form and speaker intention 
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and, where Brown and Levinson (1978 [1987]) are concerned, over-emphasis on 
politeness universals. On this note, I shall now proceed on to the next stage of this 
review: an evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of each approach.  
Culpeper (2011), in dismissing the more extreme versions of the discursive 
approach, notes that communication cannot take place without some shared 
conventions of meaning. Although advocates of the discursive approach, as I will go 
on to show later, insist on contextualised interpretations of impoliteness, we cannot 
deny that people in particular communities have many similar opinions about what is 
generally considered impolite. (Im)politeness universals aside, classic theorists such 
as Archer (for example, 2008; 2011) who support the notion of culturally-nuanced 
interpretations of impoliteness, are, in my view, on the right track. 
Writers in the classic approach have also enriched the field with theories of 
impoliteness that comprise well-defined, consistent tools of analyses. I will show later 
how some versions of the discursive approach can, at times, tend towards the 
insubstantial and display internal inconsistencies; their usefulness as tools of analyses 
is therefore limited. Most theories that adopt the classic approach, on the other hand, 
have a very clear view to analyse impoliteness as a theoretical object, and they 
provide clearly articulated frameworks by which this can be done. 
Unfortunately, the classic approach has a number of shortcomings, many of which 
have already been discussed in the existing (im)politeness literature. For instance, the 
classic approach has been criticised for paying little regard to the layperson’s 
conception of impoliteness. As discussed earlier, some critics point out how the term 
itself is rarely used in everyday conversation, and that labels such as rude, unpleasant 
and discourteous are more common. Locher (2004) observes that the focus of classic 
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theories is almost entirely on preconceived, theoretical ideas of impoliteness, to the 
exclusion of more empirically grounded, commonsense notions.  
Moreover, by following in the footsteps of early politeness theorists and treating 
their subject of study as a rigid, theoretical construct, researchers who adopt the 
classic approach are often criticised for overlooking the minute, local judgements of 
behaviour that do not fit into a particular framework or fulfil a particular set of criteria 
imposed by the theorist. According to these critics (e.g. Eelen, 2001; Locher, 2004, 
2006a; Locher and Watts, 2005; Mills, 2003; Watts, 2003, 2005), the very definition 
of (im)politeness itself is subject to discursive struggles. The classic approach 
typically conceives of impoliteness as the absence of politeness or the opposite of 
politeness, thereby ignoring the multitude of relational work possibilities that lie on a 
continuum between politeness and impoliteness. In the classic approach, impoliteness 
is treated as mere pragmatic failure, when this is often not the case since impoliteness 
typically involves an added layer of aggression. Culpeper (2008: 18) discusses how 
classic politeness theories (e.g. Brown and Levinson, 1978 [1987]; Lakoff 1973; 
Leech 1983) suggest that impoliteness is a consequence of ‘doing nothing’ (i.e. the 
consequence of not taking redressive action in accordance with politeness maxims); 
as a result, these theories cannot account for the ‘rich arrary of purposeful 
communication undertaken to achieve impoliteness’ (see, e.g. Beebe, 1995; Culpeper, 
1996; Kienpointner, 1997). 
The classic approach has also been faulted for postulating theories of politeness 
and impoliteness that are grounded in facework but lack an adequate conception of 
‘face’, particularly across a variety of cultures (cf. Matsumoto, 1988; Gu, 1990; 
Nwoye, 1992; Mao, 1994). This largely stems from the inheritance of Brown and 
Levinson’s face framework, which has been disparaged for being overly 
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individualistic (Nwoye, 1992; Mao, 1994), for ignoring the possibility of face 
enhancement (in addition to face-threat) (Matsumoto, 1988; Bayraktaroglu, 1992; 
Mao, 1994) and for treating both components of face as equally significant when 
studies have found positive face to be more influential where (im)politeness 
judgements are concerned (Rhodes, 1989; Sifianou, 1992b). Bousfield (2007) argues 
convincingly that the distinction between positive face and negative face is 
superfluous, given that interactants frequently combine positive and negative face 
strategies in interaction.  
In addition to an apparently inadequate conception of face, the model of 
communication in most classic theories is also frequently criticised. Those who 
oppose the classic approach question the model of communication on which the 
impoliteness model is based, given that it is biased towards the speaker’s intentions 
and the production of language, and pays little heed to perception and the possibility 
of the co-construction of intention between speaker and hearer across an interaction. 
For instance, Mills (2003: 42-43) argues that the interpretation of conversation is ‘a 
much more haphazard affair’ than is suggested by the ‘code’ model of language, 
where utterances are encoded by the speaker and decoded by the hearer. She argues 
that, instead, interlocutors continually make hypotheses about what the other 
person(s) means and their level of commitment to what they say, as well as to provide 
responses that are relevant to the previous utterances. Other critics (e.g. Culpeper, 
Bousfield and Wichmann, 2003; Culpeper, 2008) point out that these more traditional 
models of impoliteness focus almost entirely on lexical and grammatical realisations 
of impoliteness output strategies, while largely neglecting prosody and non-verbal 
aspects, despite the key role that these factors frequently play in establishing and 
maintaining an overall impression of impoliteness. 
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 The focus on verbal strategies may also be the reason that many classic theories 
fail to place enough of an emphasis on the role of context. Culpeper (2008) observes 
that theories in the classic tradition frequently fail to articulate an adequate conception 
of context, despite the key importance of context in judgements of politeness and 
impoliteness. These are mostly the theories that define context in an overly-simplistic 
manner, ignoring complexities such as its emergence in dynamic discourse, divergent 
participant perspectives on its various aspects, the potential for the discursive 
negotiation of these aspects within an interaction, and so on.    
By attempting to address these pitfalls, the discursive approach sees itself as 
coming to the rescue of the classic approach. Mills (2003) and Mullany (2008), in 
emphasising context, adopt the notion of community of practice from Eckert and 
McConnell-Ginet (1992, 1995, 1999, 2003) to explain how judgements of 
impoliteness are made within the community in which the interaction takes place, and 
against the supposed norms and expectations of the community. Communities of 
practice refer to specific genres of institutional talk-in-interaction and have been 
described elsewhere as activity types (Levinson, 1992). Note that these norms can 
vary considerably, as each member of a community of practice belongs to several 
communities at once, and these communities have permeable barriers, through which 
numerous definitions of normative and appropriate behaviour can be transmitted back 
and forth. Watts (2003) defines the expected, normative behaviour within a 
community of practice as politic behaviour, and anything that is absent from, or in 
excess of politic behaviour may potentially be classified as impoliteness or politeness. 
To give an example, the issuing of commands or the admonishing of recruits in the 
community of practice of a military training school would be considered politic rather 
than impolite behaviour within such a framework. In my view, such an approach is 
24 
 
sound and approximates that taken by those classic theorists who champion a more 
graded application of (im)politeness ‘universals’. 
In contrast to the classic theories, theories of impoliteness positioned as 
discursive tend to prioritise hearer evaluation (e.g Mills 2002, 2003, 2005), stating it 
is the perception and reconstruction of intention that is important, rather than the 
attempt to retrieve the speaker’s ‘real’ intentions, which may not be available even to 
those in the interaction, let alone the analyst. While I do not dispute that intention 
retrieval along the lines suggested by classic theorists may be fraught with difficulties, 
an approach which considers the co-construction of intention may perhaps be even 
more rewarding: in addition to considering the speaker’s possible intention, and what 
the addressee thinks is the speaker’s intention, we also have to consider what the 
speaker imagines the addressee to think is the speaker’s intention. This will receive 
further elaboration at a later stage. 
Finally, writers who adopt a first-order, discursive approach, as well as those 
who pursue a more moderate second-order approach (e.g Bousfield 2007; 2007b; 
2008), tend to investigate extensive stretches of discourse instead of isolated 
utterances or strategies. This contrasts with the more enthusiastic proponents of the 
classic tradition who follow Brown and Levinson’s lead in investigating individual 
face-threatening speech acts and the strategies that mitigate them. Given that 
impoliteness frequently pans out and builds up over an interaction, rather than be 
immediately apparent in a single utterance, it certainly seems prudent for analysis to 
take place over an extended stretch of discourse. Mullany (2008: 237) argues that 
‘judgements and assessments of (im)politeness can and should be made by linguistics 
researchers through examining the interactions of speakers and hearers across 
stretches of discourse’ (italics mine).  
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Having emptied the classic theories of their explanatory power, the 
revolutionary, almost anarchic, nature of the discursive approach is considerably 
seductive. However, one drawback of theories focusing on the contextualised and 
evolving characteristics of (im)politeness is that they are declared not to be a 
predictive theory (Watts, 2003: 25), or even a post-hoc descriptive one (Watts, 2003: 
142). When one follows the discursive line to its logical conclusion, there is no 
legitimate role for the analyst. Since everything is relative, and interpretations are left 
in the hands of the interactants, so to speak, then what is there left for the analyst? 
What we’re left with are minute descriptions of individual encounters, but these don’t 
add up to an explanatory theory of the phenomena under study. Beyond providing a 
reasonably sound critique of the classic approach, discursive theories appear to bring 
little of practical worth to the table. In the endeavour to resolve these issues, there 
have, in recent years, been efforts to bring the two approaches in alignment. Yet, 
while the divide has been considerably narrowed, there is still little agreement about 
some of the fundamentals.  
Culpeper (2011) is one such researcher who aligns his account of impoliteness 
with distinctive aspects of both approaches. He explains that while certain expressions 
can become conventionalised for impoliteness effects over time, and therefore be 
interpreted over a wide range of contexts as impolite, there remain a number of 
contexts in which the impolite interpretation will not occur. To give an example of my 
own, while the f-word may be conventionalised for impoliteness effects across many 
contexts, these effects tend to be emptied out when the word is used in friendly 
conversation. 
Similarly, context may not always be helpful in disambiguating an utterance in 
terms of impoliteness, especially in the absence of any conventionalised formuale. 
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Hence, it is ultimately the interaction between both context and expression that 
guarantees an interpretation of impoliteness. In attempting to consolidate the two 
approaches thus, Culpeper (2011) claims that: 
My own position is dualist in the sense that I see semantic (im)politeness 
(conventional (im)politeness) and pragmatic (im)politeness as inter-depent 
opposites on a scale. (Im)politeness can be more determined by a linguistic 
expression or can be more determined by context, but neither the expression nor 
the context guarantee an interpretation of (im)politeness: it is the interaction 
between the two that counts. (Culpeper, 2011: 125) 
While the argument above is indeed sound, it can perhaps be made even more 
robust if non-linguistic expressions are also considered as potential sources of 
impoliteness. After all, certain physical and verbal, but not linguistic, expressions, 
such as displaying one’s middle finger and clicking one’s tongue against the upper 
palate, have also become conventionalised for impolite effects across many contexts. 
Even paralinguistic cues, such as amplified tones and certain patterns of intonation 
have become associated with impoliteness. Thus, in this thesis, I will not only 
consider conventionalised linguistic impoliteness expressions, but also non-linguistic 
conventionalised impoliteness expressions and conventionalised impoliteness gestures 
and intonation. In any case, Culpeper’s emphasis on the interplay between context 
and expression, whether linguistic or otherwise, is highly convincing and greatly 
influences my own conception of impoliteness, as will be seen in the next section. 
Thus, Culpeper (2011) defines impoliteness in the following way:  
Impoliteness is a negative attitude towards specific behaviours occurring in 
specific contexts. It is sustained by expectations, desires and/or beliefs about social 
organisation, including, in particular, how one person’s or group’s identities are 
mediated by others in interaction. Situated behaviours are viewed negatively when 
they conflict with how one expects them to be, how one wants them to be and/or 
how one thinks they ought to be. Such behaviours always have or are presumed to 
have emotional consequences for at least one participant, that is, they cause or are 
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presumed to cause offence. Various factors can exacerbate how offensive an 
impolite behaviour is taken to be, including for example whether one understands 
a behaviour to be strongly intentional or not (Culpeper, 2011: 23) 
Let us take a look at how this definition quite skillfully marries the strengths of the 
two approaches, while also excluding their weaknesses and addressing issues that 
both approaches have either neglected or failed to provide a satisfactory account of. 
There are several key points in the paragraph that reflect a clear discursive 
orientation. Firstly, Culpeper takes a socio-cognitive approach to impoliteness, 
defining it as an attitude, rather than a collection of strategies or tactics, as he does in 
his previous (more classically-oriented) formulations of the concept. Since the 
concern is with a type of attitude, rather than with specific linguistic strategies, 
Culpeper (2011) circumvents the problems associated with imposing pre-conceived 
notions of theoretical impoliteness (including formulae thought to be ‘inherently 
impolite’) on a given data set, as classic theorists are prone to do. Secondly, the focus 
is on behaviours rather than linguistic output strategies, which not only acknowledges 
the possibility that impoliteness is sometimes negotiated over extended sequences of 
interaction, but also allows for both verbal and non-verbal aspects of communication 
to be taken into account. He mentions elsewhere how certain types of intonation have 
become conventionalised for impoliteness effects in certain contexts, citing those 
associated with sarcasm and anger as examples. Thirdly, he underscores the 
significance of context, stating that he is concerned with ‘specific behaviours in 
specific contexts’, thus distancing himself from the abstract, decontextualised type of 
analyses characteristic of many studies in the classic tradition. Fourthly, the use of the 
passive voice in “situated behaviours are viewed negatively when they conflict with 
how one wants them to be…” implies that it is the evaluative attitudes of those in the 
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interaction that are prioritised, rather than that of the analyst. Lastly, he draws on 
Spencer-Oatey’s (e.g. 2000, 2002, 2005, 2007, 2008) Rapport Management Model as 
a substitute for Brown and Levinson’s positive/negative face approach, of which he 
had earlier availed himself for his (1996) model of impoliteness. Culpeper explains 
the appeal of the Rapport Management Model in terms of the way in which it extends 
and elaborates on the current perspectives on face and politeness and addresses the 
main criticisms levelled at these perspectives. Her model, which seeks to explain the 
management of interpersonal relations through language, comprises the following 
primary components: Quality Face, which pertains to our sense of personal self-
esteem, Social Identity Face, which concerns the value we place on our social 
identities or roles, Association Rights, which has to do with the belief in our 
entitlement to associate with others in accordance with the nature of the relationship 
we have with them and Equity Rights, which constitutes the belief in our entitlement 
to fair treatment and the freedom from imposition. In particular, by positing two 
dimensions to face, Spencer-Oatey quite satisfactorily resolves the problem of the 
application of face to cultures that value collectivism over individualism
3
.  
However, unlike strong versions of discursive theory, Culpeper (2011) is more 
specific about the object of study and defines the scope of attitude he sees 
characterisable as impoliteness, namely, that which is ‘sustained by expectations, 
desires and/or beliefs about social organisation, including, in particular, how one 
person’s or group’s identities are mediated by others in interaction’ (my emphasis). 
Note that ‘expectations, desires, beliefs and identities” roughly correspond to the four 
components of the Rapport Management Model. In associating impoliteness with 
                                                 
3
 Spencer-Oatey and Xing (2000), in emphasising that the study of face should include both 
individualistic and collective concerns, maintain that people may orientate to both aspects at the same 
time, for instance, when both interpersonal and intergroup elements are involved.  
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issues of rights and face needs, Culpeper (2011) is unmistakably aligned with the 
classic theories, in which these issues are typically given pride of place. In contrast, 
these issues tend to be sidelined in some discursive theories, such as the relational 
work approach discussed by Locher and Watt (2005, 2008). 
Finally, Culpeper (2011) attends to two issues that existing theories from both 
the discursive and classic camps seem unable to resolve satisfactorily. While most 
impoliteness theorists from either camp have treated intentionality as central to an 
account of impoliteness, as a number of the definitions in Section 2.1.1 seem to 
suggest, Culpeper (2011) discounts the idea that either speaker intention or hearer-
perceived intention is neccessary to an evaluation of impoliteness. He argues that, 
even if intention is clearly lacking (cf. Goffman’s (1967) notions of incidental offence 
and accidental offence), behaviour that is perceived to communicate impolite 
meanings can still cause offence especially if it is believed that the offending person 
should have foreseen the harmful consequences of his/her behaviour (Culpeper, 2011: 
52). In his framework, intention is highlighted only in relation to the consequences of 
impoliteness, i.e., the degree to which offence is taken: ‘Various factors can 
exacerbate how offensive an impolite behaviour is taken to be, including for example 
whether one understands a behaviour to be strongly intentional or not’. 
Furthermore, in contrast with the majority of the existing accounts of 
impoliteness, Culpeper (2011) does not presume a speaker-hearer dyad, as can be 
seen from his declaration that (my emphasis), ‘[s]uch behaviours always have or are 
presumed to have emotional consequences for at least one participant’. This is an 
attractive argument because it allows for the impact that the presence of third-party 
participants may have on evaluations of impoliteness; offence may occasionally be 
taken on account of the other participants in the interaction. This calls to mind 
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Haugh’s (2010) observation that,  
[I]n evaluating a speaker’s behaviour as impolite or offensive, it is arguably not 
the (attribution of the) speaker’s intentions per se that are necessarily crucial, but 
rather the speaker’s behaviour with respect to how the recipient thinks others 
would (or should) evaluate such behaviour (as impolite, offensive and so on) 
(P.11) 
 
Altogether, Culpeper’s (2011) definition of impoliteness is highly appealing in 
how it develops and expands on the current perspectives on impoliteness, and tackles 
the key criticisms and drawbacks associated with them. It is this approach that bears 
the most influence on mine, as the following section will show. However, I will not 
adopt all of his arguments; while my approach will be similar in its attempt to straddle 
the ground between the classic and discursive approaches, it will differ from Culpeper 
(2011) in some other important respects. I hope that my definition of impoliteness 
will serve as a useful contribution to a field that is still relatively embryonic, yet 
shows much promise for the future.   
2.1.3 Impoliteness: Bridging the gap 
My definition of impoliteness is as follows: 
Impoliteness is a negative attitude towards stances that communicate opposition to 
one’s desire for ratification, whether of the self or of social roles/identities and 
persons related to the self. Not all stances of this nature give rise to impoliteness, as 
the activation of an impoliteness attitude is determined by the interaction between 
normative expectations relating to the situation and contextual variables, especially 
the (real or perceived) vertical and horizontal distances between participants. 
 
 
To explicate on this definition, there are several aspects that I wish to highlight: the 
analysis of impoliteness attitudes in terms of stance-taking, the focus on stances that 
specifically communicate an attack on face, the definition of face and, lastly, the 
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importance of social norms and the perceived relationship between participants in 
assessments of impoliteness. I shall discuss each of these aspects in turn.  
2.1.3a Impoliteness and stance 
My definition of impoliteness is a divergence from previous approaches, in 
that the focus is not on behaviour but on stance, a sociolinguistic concept referring to 
the position taken by communicators towards the proposition contained in their 
discourse. Thus, a theory like Culpeper’s (2011) presents something of a conundrum. 
On the one hand, I am fully sympathetic towards his definition of impoliteness as an 
attitude, rather than a collection of pragmatic strategies or tactics, as is the case in an 
earlier formulation of the phenomena (Culpeper, 1996). Impoliteness, after all, does 
not simply exist out there in the world as an objectified entity. If it did, there would be 
no varying opinions amongst individuals as to what constitutes impoliteness – and, 
clearly, there are, as studies on unintentional impoliteness have shown (see for 
example Zamborlin, 2007). Impoliteness, Culpeper (2011) rightly argues, is more 
accurately defined in terms of an inwardly residing orientation or attitude, shaped by 
socialising and cultural forces (cf. Bordieu’s notion of habitus). Thus, my position 
towards impoliteness is, that it is, first and foremost, an attitude. On the other hand, I 
think further refinements can be made, chiefly, to his contention that these 
impoliteness attitudes are directed towards specific behaviours. It is not so much 
categorical types of behaviour – linguistic or otherwise – that result in impoliteness 
attitudes, but the position adopted by the speaker towards that behaviour, and the 
meanings communicated by that position that influence the formation of such 
attitudes. In this respect, the sociolinguistic theory of stance and stance taking proves 
quite instrumental. Jaffe (2009), in describing stance as the position taken by a 
communicator towards their discourse, states that,  
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Stance is generally understood to have to do with the methods, linguistic and other, by 
which interactants create and signal relationships with the propositions they utter and 
with the people they interact with. (p. 278) 
 
Hence, behaviours that are frequently considered impolite, such as swearing, only 
become the stimulus for the adoption of an impoliteness attitude when the speaker 
signals an impolite stance, whether through linguistic or non-verbal means. In 
contrast, speakers who signal a non-serious stance through the same behaviours are 
less likely to trigger impoliteness attitudes in their interlocutors. For example, in an 
episode of Sex and the City, a long-running American sitcom, one of the characters, 
when bidding farewell to her best friend who is moving to Paris to live, employs the 
use of an expression that has become conventionalised for its impolite effects across a 
range of contexts: ‘I’m going to miss you, you cunt’. No evaluations of impoliteness 
occur, as is evident from the tight embrace that ensues between them, despite the 
character’s use of an ‘icon of impoliteness’ (Culpeper, 2010: 3238). A combination of 
factors contribute to the absence of impoliteness, including the occasion, the 
characters’ close relationship, the speaker’s known discourse habits (she frequently 
swears) and the tearfully affectionate stance she adopts in producing the utterance. 
The latter is signalled through a number of linguistic and non-linguistic resources. In 
terms of linguistic resources, the speaker’s use of I’m going to miss you, a variant of 
the conventionalised expression I miss you, conveys positive affect. This is reinforced 
by the use of a number of non-linguistic resources, including facial expression, 
specifically, with what is typically described as ‘downcast eyes’ and a half-smile, and 
intonation, with the falling pitch contour and low register characteristic of sadness 
(Bänziger and Scherer, 2005). Thus, the speaker uses these resources to communicate 
a non-impolite stance, which in turn helps forestall an impolite interpretation of the 
word ‘cunt’.  
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In other words, there is synchrony between the speaker’s communication of 
her attitude towards her friend, and the communication of her attitude towards her 
message. Kiesling (2009) makes a distinction between epistemic stance, i.e., a 
person’s expression of their relationship to their talk, and interpersonal stance, i.e., a 
person’s expression of their relationship to their interlocutors, observing that the two 
are often related. He gives, as an example, how someone who is being patronising 
(interpersonal stance) is usually expressing that they are also very certain (epistemic 
stance) about what they are saying, but they are also expressing that the knowledge 
they have is something their interlocutor does not. In the same way, in the example 
discussed here, the speaker’s interpersonal stance, which expresses her affection for 
her friend, is derivable from her epistemic stance, which expresses her non-serious 
attitude towards a usually impolite behaviour (swearing). Kiesling (2009: 172) thus 
remarks that ‘stances are connected both to the ways we relate to the content of our 
talk and to the socialness of our talk’. 
Moreover, in the above example, there is also congruence between the 
speaker’s intended stance, and the addressee’s interpretation of that stance, as can be 
seen from the tight embrace that ensues between the two characters.  In this way, the 
meaning of the speaker’s utterance is achieved collaboratively. Along much the same 
vein, Kärkkäinen (2006), in noting the intersubjective dimension of stance in 
discourse, remarks that, 
Stance styles and stance have begun to be regarded, not as static phenomena residing 
within individual speakers, but responsive to interactional requirements and social 
contexts within which speakers and recipients interact. Thus, the focus has moved 
from the individual speaker towards a more dialogic approach, and towards the 






However, as experience will inform us, not all attempts at communicating meaning is 
successful. Where impoliteness is concerned, impolite stances may ultimately not be 
evaluated as such by one’s interlocutors, resulting in the absence of any impoliteness 
attitudes. In contrast, incidents of unintentional impoliteness arise from the perception 
of impolite stances where none was intended. As discussed above, the presence of 
contextual variables aid interactants in arriving at jointly constructed meanings. This 
will receive further elaboration in a later section. 
At this stage, the discussion so far has taken place in the absence of an 
established definition of an impolite stance, despite its repeated mention in the 
preceding discourse. As will become clear in the next section, I argue that impolite 
stances are achieved through aggravating or attacking face. This brings us to the 
second aspect of my definition that I wish to highlight: the importance of face in 
theorising impoliteness, and what the concept entails. In the next section, I will argue 
that, in contrast to theories of impoliteness that have inherited the four categories of 
face and rights from the Rapport Management Model (Spencer-Oatey, 2000, 2002, 
2005, 2007, 2008), issues of rights violations are irrelevant to impoliteness, while 
those of face attacks are highly pertinent. I also propose a definition of face that is 
adapted from the model.  
 
2.1.3b Impoliteness and Face 
In contrast with Culpeper (2011), which incorporates wholesale Spencer-
Oatey’s (2008) four categories of face and rights, I do not consider Equity Rights and 
Association Rights, the other two components of rapport management, essential to the 
analysis of impoliteness for the following reason: the concepts of Quality Face and 
Social Identity Face are sufficiently comprehensive on their own, and, in the absence 
of the other two components, can adequately account for phenomena relevant to a 
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theory of impoliteness. Where impoliteness is concerned, the notion of Sociality 
Rights, comprising Equity Rights and Association Rights, merely provides descriptive 
labels for offending stances that occur in an interaction, rather than a way of 
explaining what was communicated through those stances that resulted in the offence. 
The problem is that any violation of rights is only offensive insofar as it implies an 
attack on face; to describe impoliteness in terms of rights violations thus provides an 
incomplete picture. This may be attributed to the fact that Quality Face and Social 
Identity Face encompass many of the principles encapsulated in Equity Rights and 
Association Rights. To elaborate, the main concern of Association Rights is the 
fundamental belief in one’s entitlement to (my emphasis) ‘involvement, empathy and 
respect’ while Equity Rights is largely concerned with the ‘fundamental belief in 
[one’s] entitlement to personal consideration from others and to be treated fairly’ 
(Spencer-Oatey, 2005: 100). However, issues of respect, empathy, involvement, 
consideration and fair treatment seem to me to be mainly concerned with negotiations 
of the self and can therefore be readily accomodated within Quality Face and Social 
Identity Face.  
To illustrate the above, I reproduce an example of impoliteness from Culpeper 
(2011), and endeavour to show that it may be better analysed in terms of face attack, 
rather than rights violation. In his discussion of impoliteness resulting from a 
violation of Association Rights, Culpeper (2011) cites an example of someone who 
takes offence when his friend confesses that he does not always pay attention to what 
the former says: 
P1: Yeah I occasionally zone out of a conversation by accident, and just have to 
nod or something. I feel terrible about it. 
P2: I do that when [(friend’s name]) talks. 
P1: Yeah, me too (both chuckle) 
P2: Actually, no offence, but sometimes I do that when you talk. 
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P1: (is very shocked) 
P2:... that’s why I sometimes don’t remember things you’ve said, because- 
P1: - because you weren’t listening in the first place (appears offended) 
(An awkward silence followed, where I must have looked quite upset,) (and so P2 
apologised greatly) 
(Culpeper, 2011: 41) 
Culpeper analyses it as an instance of impoliteness resulting from the violation of 
Association Rights, since ‘P1 assumes a right to a certain level of attention from P2, a 
right which is violated’ (p. 41). However, such an analysis simply provides a narrative 
account of the offending incident – that P2 does not give P1 an appropriate amount of 
attention – while failing to establish the link between the incident and its emotional 
consequences for P1.  In contrast, by treating it as an attack on P1’s Quality Face, the 
reason that P1 takes offence becomes very much more apparent. In failing to accord 
P1 attention, P2’s stance is impolite (and hence, offensive) because it communicates 
that P1’s utterances, and perhaps, by extension, P1 himself, are simply not sufficiently 
interesting or important. This line of argument is supported by P2’s report of his 
reactions to P1’s confession – ‘very shocked’, ‘offended’ and ‘quite upset’ (p. 41) are 
not uncommon responses for someone on the receiving end of a face-attack. Thus, 
there is little evidence here to validate Spencer-Oatey’s (2002: 541) claim that 
Sociality Rights are not considered face issues, ‘in that an infringement of Sociality 
Rights may simply lead to annoyance or irritation, rather than to a sense of face threat 
or loss’. The other examples in Culpeper’s book which apparently illustrate more 
incidents of Association Rights impoliteness, as well as of Equity Rights 
impoliteness, can similarly be accounted for by recourse to the concepts of Social 
Identity Face and Quality Face. Indeed, his attempt to distinguish between 
impoliteness involving Rights and impoliteness involving Face by looking at the 
‘negatively valenced emotions’ (p.63) triggered by either proved inconclusive, since 
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informants reported to have experienced similar emotions across both categories.  
Thus, because Association Rights and Equity Rights do not adequately 
account for the communicative impact of a particular stance, this thesis will 
incorporate only the notions of Quality and Social Identity Face and exclude those of 
Equity and Association Rights (cf. Bousfield, 2007) who comments on the superfluity 
of the positive/negative face distinction). This stands in contrast to other works on 
impoliteness to which the rapport management framework has been applied (Culpeper 
2005, 2011; Cashman 2006). Thus, my definition of impoliteness views it as a 
negative attitude arising in response to stances which communicate meanings that 
aggravate or attack Quality and/or Social Identity Face, where aggravation and attack 
are used interchangeably to denote actions that result in intended or unintended 
damage. Incidentally, given that the notion of Rights in the Rapport Management 
Model roughly correspond to negative face, and the notion of Face roughly 
corresponds to positive face, my proposed definition of impoliteness can therefore be 
seen as concerned only with positive face, which presents a contrast with most work 
on (im)politeness, beginning with Brown and Levinson’s (1978 [1987]) analysis of 
politeness. To give an example of my own, leaving someone alone in a store could be 
interpreted as neglecting their positive face wants while attending to their negative 
face, thus being open to interpretation as polite or impolite. I argue, however, that this 
would be seen as impolite by that person only if he didn’t want to be left alone, i.e. a 
want attributable to his positive face. If, on the other hand, he did want to be left 
alone, then the shop assistant would be seen as respecting that want, and would 
therefore be perceived as attending to, once again, his positive face (given that the 
latter refers to the desire that one’s wants are desirable to at least some others). Thus, 
negative face is not necessary as a component in impoliteness theory, given that 
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positive face is broad enough a concept to encompass it. The exclusion of what 
appears to be a redundant component of face theory, where discussions of 
impoliteness are concerned, is attractively parsimonious.    
With regard to the definition of face, I adapt and simplify the definition given 
in the Rapport Management Model: Quality Face, which is defined in the model as 
‘the fundamental desire for people to evaluate us positively in terms of our personal 
qualities’, is here defined as ‘the desire for ratification of the self’, since it can be 
assumed that the self encompasses all of one’s personal qualities, and that ratification 
is a term denoting positive evaluation. In view of the social dimensions to face, Social 
Identity Face, which the model defines as ‘the fundamental desire for people to 
uphold and acknowledge our social identities or roles’, is also treated as a crucial 
component. Here, I have defined it as ‘the desire for ratification of social 
roles/identities or persons related to the self’, where I have extended Spencer-Oatey’s 
definition to include a desire for positive evaluation not just of one’s social roles and 
identities, but also those others with whom one is associated, so as to convey the 
permeability of face boundaries. Gao (1996), in declaring Brown and Levinson’s 
(1978 [1987]) notion of face to be overly-individualistic when applied to Asian 
cultures, notes that face boundaries typically extend beyond the individual to include 
those close to him/her, such that any failure is taken as a reflection on the entire 
group:  
‘[F]ace need’ is not only a personal concern but, more important, a collective concern 
(King and Bond 1985). As King and Myers (1977) indicate, face is more a concern to 
the family than to the person and face-losing or face-gaining acts reflect both on persons 
themselves and on their families. To illustrate, one’s failure threatens the face of the 
family; one’s accomplishment, however, gains face for the family. (p.96) 
Hence, to recapitulate the discussion thus far, impoliteness in this thesis is 
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defined as a negative attitude arising in response to stances which communicate 
meanings that oppose one’s desire for ratification of the self, or social roles and 
persons related to the self; in other words, when face issues arise as a primary concern 
in the interaction. 
2.1.3c Impoliteness and Context  
The next aspect of my definition to be elaborated on concerns the contextual 
variables that shape evaluations of impoliteness. As has already been briefly 
discussed in Section 2.1.3a, I posit that the perception of impoliteness fluctuates 
according to the interactional demands and social contexts in which participants 
interact. This is different than that postulated by writers in the classic tradition, in 
which the use of (im)politeness strategies is theorised to be dictated by contextual 
demands (for example, Brown and Levinson’s (1978 [1987]) consideration of three 
sociological factors in determining one’s choice of politeness strategy). Here, the 
concern is with the effect that various contextual factors have on the evaluation of 
particular stances as genuine face aggression, thus rendering impoliteness attitudes a 
relevant component of the interaction. Thus, in theorising impoliteness, one should 
also scrutinise the contextual factors that participants in an interaction take into 
consideration when arriving at a particular assessment of impoliteness
4
. These factors 
are the clues, found embedded in the context of the interaction, that participants 
deploy to retrieve experiences (direct or indirect) of previous interactions that they 
have stored as part of their linguistic dispositions, habits and knowledge, i.e. their 
habitus, in order to form judgements of the present one. This sort of experience-based 
                                                 
4
 This is more applicable to impoliteness than it is to politeness, given that “politeness often passes 
unnoticed” (Kasper, 1990: 193) – if something goes unobserved, no assessments will be made of it. 
Impoliteness, in contrast, is more salient, perhaps as a result of its relative marginality in everyday 




parallel drawing very much resembles Gumperz’s (1982) notion of contextualisation 
cues: 
‘contextualisation’ [. . .] is the process by which we evaluate message meaning and 
sequencing patterns in relation to aspects of the surface structure of the message, 
called ‘contextualisation cues’. The linguistic basis for this matching procedure 
resides in ‘cooccurrence expectations,’ which are learned in the course of previous 
interactive experience and form part of our habitual and instinctive linguistic 
knowledge. Cooccurrence expectations enable us to associate styles in speaking 
with contextual presuppositions. (p. 162) 
 
 
Thus, contextual variables, such as the vertical and horizontal distances 
between participants, should have a place in any theory of impoliteness. Other 
possible factors include prosody (Culpeper, Bousfield and Wichmann, 2003), known 
discourse habits, prior discourse, perceived personality, co-interactants’ behaviour 
(Haugh, 2010), institutional setting and socio-physical context. While the list of 
factors may not be exhaustive, I propose that most of these factors form part of the 
pragmatic competence of any participant entering into an interaction, and any 
potential evaluations of impoliteness in that interaction would be based on a 
consideration of these factors.  
In particular, the vertical and social distances between interlocutors, whether 
actual or perceived, may have a considerable influence on whether or not an 
interpretation of impoliteness occurs in a particular interaction. While other 
researchers have similarly declared interlocutor relationship to be an important factor 
in (im)politeness assessments, they do not give a detailed account as to why this is so. 
Mills (2003), for example, provides the following claim but does not elaborate on the 
reasons for doing so: 
Very often accusations of impoliteness are concerned with problems of agreement 
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over the assessment of the social standing of individuals in relation to one another, 
or the assessment of familiarity between them and thus the assessment of the 
appropriate level of politeness to use (p.135) 
This thesis aims to provide an account that not only links assessments of ‘social 
standing’ and ‘familiarity’ between participants to assessments of impoliteness as 
though it were an intuitive fact, but also to explicate on the mechanisms by which this 
link is established. Specifically, in terms of social standing, or the vertical distance 
between participants, stances are more likely to be labelled impolite – and also more 
likely to cause offence – when they signal claims to power in an interaction where the 
type of relationship between interlocutors does not license such claims. For instance, 
between a friend telling me to ‘listen up’ and my superior at work doing the same, I 
would be more likely to evaluate my friend’s utterance as impolite for the following 
reason: ‘listen up’ typically indicates a domineering stance; based on direct or indirect 
past experience, such a stance would mostly be associated with powerful participants. 
In other words, it is the institutionally determined social roles that are seen to 
determine the discoursal rights and obligations of the speakers (Fairclough 1989, 
1995), and any perceived transgression of these ideologically salient boundaries 
becomes potentially open to interpretations of impoliteness. Thus, in adopting this 
stance, my friend has attempted to lay claim to power that I consider him/her not to 
have, thus increasing the likelihood of his utterance carrying an impolite evaluation. 
This does not mean that I will never evaluate any of my boss’s orders as impolite; 
even in relationships between interlocutors where the most ostentatious displays of 
power are ideologically licensed, often by institutional fiat, there can still be 
assessments of impoliteness occurring within particular interactions. According to 
Culpeper (2011) however, 
Legitimation conceals the dominance of person/group over another; it licences 
what otherwise might be construed as impoliteness…what people frequently react 
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to and label as impoliteness are abuses of power, that is, cases where a person or 
group exerts power over another person or group beyond what is considered 
legitimate. (p. 200)   
 
This seems to imply that people do not label as impoliteness behaviour that 
occurs in contexts that legitimises the exertion of power. In contrast, Bousfield (e.g. 
2007) (rightly) argues that even sanctioned impoliteness, such as in a military cadet 
school, is not always neutralised impoliteness. It may be viewed as not inappropriate 
and thus more easily tolerated, but may nevertheless carry an impolite interpretation.  
 
The horizontal social distance between participants is also a major factor in 
assessments of impoliteness. A connection can be drawn between the ease with which 
interpretations of impoliteness can arise in interactions with strangers and the findings 
in various studies that mock impoliteness is associated more with contexts of intimacy 
than with contexts of social distance. In Kowalski’s (2000) study of teasing for 
example, none of the 144 informant accounts of teasing involved strangers. In close 
relationships, mock impoliteness is more likely to be recognised for what it is because 
the understanding of mutual liking or affection mostly empties stances, even those 
potentially associated with serious face damage, of any inherent hostility. In distant 
relationships on the other hand, the high affect that characterises close relationships is 
absent and the chances that impolite perlocutionary effects are cancelled are thus 
lowered. Hence, the probability of impoliteness attitudes being activated in an 
interaction appears very much contingent on the presence or absence of conviviality 
in the relationship between interlocutors. 
However, the relationship between impoliteness, power and distance is not 
always so straightforward. It is not necessarily the case that impoliteness is more 
likely to be perceived when speaking with a less powerful and more socially distant 
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interlocutor. For one, power and distance can interact with each other, to create 
opposing effects in terms of resulting impoliteness attitudes. To use an earlier 
example, my friend who tells me to ‘listen up’ may not have had the requisite 
authority to issue me an order, but by virtue of the affect characterising our 
relationship, she has more room to manoeuvre, so to speak, before I label her as 
impolite. For another, power and distance are not rigid, categorical concepts that can 
be straightforwardly mapped to and between individual speakers; rather, each variable 
may be defined along multiple and often complex dimensions. For example, Brewer, 
Ho, Lee and Miller (1987) posit two measures of social distance: desired intimacy of 
interaction and perceived similarity to self, while Svennevig (1999:2) postulates three 
components that constitute interpersonal relationships, noting that each component 
represents its own scale and that not all components are necessarily in equal measure, 
or even apparent, in any given relationship: 
 Solidarity, involving a set of mutual rights and obligations 
 Familiarity, involving mutual knowledge of personal information 
 Affect, involving mutual liking (or dislike) 
Moreover, power and social distance do not necessarily exist as objectified 
artifacts that can be apprehended and possessed, but can also be made manifest 
discursively through certain stance styles within an interaction. As Hambling-Jones 
and Merrison (2012: 1118) point out, social relationships should be treated as 
‘observable, collaboratively achieved activities’ (emphasis theirs). As stated above, 
Gumperz (1982) describes how ‘cooccurrence expectations enable us to associate 
styles in speaking with contextual presuppositions’; interlocutors can thus enact 
displays of power in the course of an interaction, or create social distance between 
themselves and fellow interactants, through the use of certain stances and stance 
styles that index these very contextual variables. For instance, with regard to power, 
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speakers may use styles typically associated with powerful participants, such as the 
by-now familiar ‘listen up’ type of imperative, while with regard to distance, speakers 
may use overly formal terms of address with their interlocutors. Depending on the 
uptake of fellow interactants, such discursively enacted power and social distance can 
be as ‘real’ and meaningful as those forms of power and distance that exist outside of 
the interaction.  
For instance, in a revealingly amusing study of ‘pick-up artists’, i.e. men who 
seek to be successful at ‘seducing’ women, Hambling-Jones and Merrison (2012) 
argue that men who engage in ‘pick up’ chat involve themselves in the pursuit of 
intimacy, where intimacy refers to an ‘accelerated reduction of social distance and 
intimate forms of interactional involvement rather than intimate relationships in the 
traditional sense of family, friends, partners and so on’ (p.1111). They found that the 
men in their study used a particular stance style involving forms of ritual impoliteness 
to accelerate the reduction of social distance (to varying degrees of success), an 
activity they termed as ‘doing intimacy’. Thus, as asserted above in earlier sections, 
the notion of stance can be an extremely valuable tool for the impoliteness researcher. 
In addition to its capacity to account for various orientations towards face attack or 
aggravation within an interaction, it can also make sense of the contextual variables 
that affect the construction of social meaning, where the latter includes impoliteness.  
 
Therefore, by defining impoliteness as a negative attitude resulting from a 
stance taken by one’s interlocutors towards their discourse, and that can vary from 
individual to individual depending on contextual variables such as interlocutor 
relationship, which can in turn vary even within the same interaction, depending on 
the stance styles adopted by interlocutors, my definition of impoliteness can better 
capture the dynamicity of the phenomena than one which equates impoliteness to an 
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assortment of formulaic expressions and strategies.  In this way, we can move towards 
a more dialogic approach in theorising impoliteness, where meaning is left neither in 
the hands of the speaker or the addressee, but co-constructed over the course of the 
interaction. As articulated in the first chapter, this thesis endeavours to use the service 
encounter as a means to explore whether and how perceptions of power and distance 
influence evaluations of impoliteness. For example, in a service encounter, the 
perception of either customer or service provider power may have an effect on 
whether or not an impoliteness attitude is activated, and on the use of (formulaic) 
impoliteness as an extension of that alleged power.  However, as the previous 
paragraph highlights, the use of impoliteness formulae, along with the requisite stance 
style, does not fall solely within the purview of the powerful; those in positions of 
little power may flout norms of politeness as a means of resisting institutionalised 
authority. Thus, on the one hand, evaluations of impoliteness may reflect the norms 
that hinge on the preservation of symbolic orders, while on the other, impoliteness 
may be implicated in the attempt to bring about change to the current social and 
linguistic hierarchies and ideologies. This means that Impoliteness and Power are not 
hardened concepts set in stone, but are active, fluid and continually responding to the 
demands of the social environment. I shall now take a closer look at the notion of 
power, discussing it in relation to that of impoliteness. 
 Locher (2004) defines power as relational, dynamic and contestable. In other 
words, power exists only within social relationships, is always ‘up for grabs’, as 
opposed to being static, and can be resisted, which, in fact, is another way of exerting 
power. Ultimately, she suggests that there is no straightforward match between status 
and power. This is congruent with Fairclough’s (1989) distinction between ‘power in’ 
and ‘power behind’ discourse, where the former refers to the actual exercise of power 
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through the use of language, while the latter refers to how social relations of power 
shape the social orders of institutions or societies (Fairclough, 1989: 43). Of course, 
the two concepts are highly interrelated, in that a wider range of discursive practices, 
including those that serve to exert power (such as the ‘domineering stance’ discussed 
in the previous section), are available to speakers who have been allocated positions 
of power based on the formal position that they occupy on the institutional hierarchy. 
Nevertheless, in a bid to complement status as one of the factors in conceptualising 
power, Watts’ (1991) definition of power encompasses ‘the restriction of freedom of 
action’ as a key condition. Locher (2004) adopts this condition in her framework, but 
asserts that the exercise of power must also involve a conflict of interests, so as to rule 
out more positively oriented types of power (such as in the case of a teacher 
exercising power over a student to help him achieve better results). In sum, one’s 
position on the social hierarchy may be associated with a certain degree of power to 
manipulate the status quo, but power can also be exercised in an interaction through 
the use of language that curbs the freedom of one’s interlocutors, and is in conflict 
with their interests.  
 Relating the above to this thesis, impoliteness in a conversation is an 
archetypal instance of power in discourse (Fairclough, 1989) because it not only 
presents a conflict with the face needs of interactants, it also restricts the addressee’s 
action environment by forcing a response from him or her. If the addressee chooses to 
defend him/herself or to counter the perceived face-attack by responding in kind, s/he 
is resisting the initial exercise of power; if s/he chooses to remain silent, s/he is 
submitting to the exercise of power. In either case, the addressee’s actions are made in 




Hence, it is clear that power should not be conceived of as a commodity, immutable 
and unchanging; instead, its fluid and unstable nature means that it is at all times 
contestable and negotiable. In the service encounter, supposedly powerless parties, 
such as the service provider, may resist power being exercised over them or attempt to 
gain it for themselves, possibly by flouting politeness norms. And supposedly 
powerful parties, such as the customer, may have to secure their formal positions on 
the hierarchy by attempting to enact or reproduce their power, again perhaps through 
impoliteness. Thus, there may be a gap between the institutionally determined 
distribution to power and rights to discursive practices and the actual practices that 
transpire in concrete encounters. While power and rights are differentially conferred 
upon the various participants in the service encounter, we have to examine what they 
then do with this power and these rights, and if there are attempts to either preserve 
the hierarchy or to level the playing field. In this way, we’ll be able to see how power 
is dynamic and fluid, which accords with Foucault’s (1979) idea of power as a web or 
net, rather than rigid and fixed, which is how the classic approaches to impoliteness 
tend to conceptualise power. According to Foucault, power is structured like a web, 
with individuals having access to different parts of a web. In essence, Foucault argues 
that everyone has some access to power. In line with this approach, French and Raven 
(1959) posit five types of power: expert, legitimate, referent, reward and coercive 
power. Coercive power refers to the ability to manipulate or force someone to do 
something, even if it is not in their interest to do so. Reward power is one’s ability to 
give to others what they desire, so that in return, they do something that benefits one. 
Referent power is the power that one wields by virtue of the high regard in which 
others hold one. Legitimate power is the power associated with a particular role, such 
as that of a policeman or king. It is typically deemed as acceptable and natural when 
wielded. Finally, Expert Power refers to the power that comes from possessing 
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knowledge or skill that is required by others. I suggested in Chapter 1 that, the 
relationship between customer and service provider tends to be skewed in favour of 
the customer, in terms of the rights to particular discursive practices, i.e., 
impoliteness. I postulate that this is a direct consequence of the customer’s Reward 
Power, where their satisfaction from receiving good service translates to either 
immediate financial reward for the service provider in the form of tips, or postponed 
rewards in the form of a raise or promotion. Conversely, poor service may translate to 
the loss of financial reward, in the form of lost patronage or termination of 
employment. However, I also posited that the service provider does not always enter 
an interaction with a customer in a position of powerlessness: as a result of the 
different types of power with which service providers can be associated, there may be 
varying degrees of acceptance of impoliteness – or what is perceived as such – on the 
part of the service provider. In particular, most service providers are at least 
associated with some degree of Expert Power, insofar as the transmission of a service 
constitutes the provision of assistance to the customer. And, of course, the caveat that 
power, of any sort, can be constituted discursively during the interaction holds; as 
mentioned above, impoliteness is, in fact, a means by which power can be enacted. 
Thus, as the discussion in this section has hopefully made apparent, the close 
relationship between power and impoliteness constitutes a major theme in this thesis. 
In conclusion, in the two sections above, I have endeavoured to account for the 
complexity of social distance and power as factors that can influence perceptions of 
impoliteness. Specifically, I have hypothesised the interpretation of impolite stances 
to be dependent on these factors, but there is no one-to-one relationship given that 
‘social distance’ and ‘power’ are highly tenuous concepts. However, there remains 
one more issue with regard to the complexity involved in interpretations of 
impoliteness, which, according to my earlier definition, refers to the adoption of an 
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impoliteness attitude, based on the perception of a face-attacking or aggravating 
stance. This issue concerns the relationship between social norms and evaluations of 
impoliteness, and will be dealt with in the following section. 
 
2.1.3d Impoliteness and Social Norms 
 As hypothesised in my definition of impoliteness, impoliteness attitudes arise 
from the interaction between context and perceived social norms. In other words, it is 
not any one contextual variable that influences interpretations of impoliteness in an 
interaction, but the combination of these variables and the norms of the situation that 
result in these interpretations. Lewis (1969:103) defines norms as ‘‘a standard of 
behaviour shared by a social group, commonly understood by its members as 
authoritative or obligatory for them’’. As mentioned in Section 2.1.3c, it is through 
direct or indirect experience that we discover the indexical relationship between 
specific contextual cues and various stance styles. We learn the social meanings 
associated with particular cues, and we develop expectations that others share this 
knowledge. Locher and Bousfield (2008:8) note that what is perceived as impolite 
behaviour in one group may be shared by its members to a large degree. The learned 
relationship between contextual cues and specific social meanings become the norms 
that guide not only one’s behaviour, but one’s expectations of how particular 
behaviours are to be perceived. 
 
 Thus, I hypothesise that impoliteness attitudes derive from interactants’ 
normative understandings of how contextual variables, such as social distance and 
power, should or ought to influence their interpretations of face-attacking stances. 
Although more general, society-wide norms exist, such as that which dictates respect 
for one’s elders, evaluations of behaviour are frequently made with reference to the 
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more specific norms of a particular community of practice. A number of researchers 
such as Eckert and McConnell-Ginnet (1992), Levinson (1992), Graham (2008), 
Locher and Watts (2008), argue that judgments of impoliteness are made with the 
norms of the particular discursive community in mind. For example, as I have already 
discussed briefly in Chapter 1, the expectations associated with the role of the service 
provider in service encounters may leave interactional fractures wide open to impolite 
interpretations.  
 
 Thus, the study of impoliteness should also be a study of the purported norms 
of a community. Gaining access to these supposed norms may not be so 
straightforward a task however, given that people do not necessarily have a conscious 
awareness of the values, beliefs and ideologies that guide their interpretations of 
events.  In this regard, the analysis of impoliteness metadiscourse may be a 
worthwhile pursuit. Culpeper (2010: 3239) observes the importance of metalinguistic 
comments in notions of impoliteness, noting that they often serve to clarify the social 
norms or ideologies that constitute definitions of what is considered appropriate or 
moral.  
Impoliteness formulae are far from marginal in terms of their psychological 
salience, because their very abnormality attracts attention. Not surprisingly, then, 
they are commented on and debated in all types of media, in official documents 
and in everyday chat, and so on… Rules proscribing behaviours considered 
impolite are a kind of metadiscourse articulated and imposed by institutions (e.g. 
schools, the workplace, public service entities, government agencies) on various 
others, by adults on children, teachers on pupils, and so on. Such rules are part of 
our social morality. (Emphasis my own) 
 
 
To understand impoliteness then, the investigation of its metadiscourse may be highly 
significant. In fact, the analysis of metadiscourse may be the only methodology 
available to the impoliteness researcher, as the next section suggests. 
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2.2  Impoliteness Metadiscourse 
2.2.1 Metadiscourse as data 
Given the pitfalls of the methodologies associated with the classic approaches, 
in which assessments of (im)politeness are largely imposed in a top-down fashion, 
there are, in my opinion, two broad methods the analyst can feasibly use in 
conducting his/her research. Firstly, if the object under scrutiny is a transcipt of a 
conversation, the analyst may wish to consider applying the methods of 
Conversational Analysis, to discover the ways in which the interactants orient 
themselves to impoliteness in the interaction. Schegloff (1997) advocates a formal 
analytic approach, where the analysis is kept endogenously grounded by looking at 
the response given by the hearer in each alternate turn. For example, with regard to 
impoliteness, an angry reaction would serve as evidence of impoliteness in the 
previous turn. In other words, any interpretation made of the data tries to avoid the 
imposition of the analyst as an external party, and instead, hinges on the interpretation 
of the co-participant as revealed in ensuing talk, which is built on just that 
interpretation. However, if the analyst does not have access to natural data, as may be 
the case in impoliteness research since impoliteness is, after all, relatively rare in most 
‘everyday’ conversations, the analyst may have to seek recourse in impoliteness 
metadiscourse. As stated in the previous section, the comments that people make and 
the discussions that they enter into with respect to impoliteness are, in and of 
themselves, rich and colourful data that give insight into the norms and values of a 
particular community of practice. Haugh (2010), in advocating the analysis of 
impoliteness discourse, asserts: 
While analyzing the metapragmatics of impoliteness… generally entails 
judgements made one-step removed from the actual evaluative moment, it is 
proposed here that such discourse provides us with a useful window into 
normative aspects of the evaluative moment, both empirical norms (what seems 
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appropriate to individuals based on their own experiences) and moral norms (what 
seems appropriate to individuals based on appeals to [allegedly] shared ideologies) 
(p. 26) 
 
Discussions of what is judged impolite within a particular community tend to 
take place in the event of an interactional breakdown, as rules of appropriateness 
suddenly come to the fore of one’s consciousness as a result of having been flouted. 
Of course, as Haugh also notes, such discourse tends to be post-facto and ‘made one-
step removed from the actual evaluative moment’; nonetheless, such retrospective talk 
is useful, especially in the absence of ‘raw’ data, as it is through these discussions that 
the analyst can have access to the norms that are perceived to guide interaction and 
the behaviours that apparently subvert these norms. In this thesis, I will draw on 
variants of both conversational and metadiscoursal analysis as methodology. As my 
thesis statement suggests, the aim of the thesis is to explore the concept of 
impoliteness, through an investigation of the service encounter. The question 
therefore remains, as to why I have chosen to study the service encounter as a source 
of impoliteness data, instead of situations with more obvious potential for contention. 
In the next section, I argue that it is precisely the strong expectations of politeness in 
the service encounter that renders it such a suitable candidate for studying 
impoliteness. 
 
2.2.2 Impoliteness metadiscourse in the service encounter  
Given the potentially numerous contexts from which impoliteness data can be 
derived, including the classroom, office, home and courtroom, my decision to 
investigate the service encounter may seem somewhat surprising. Moreover, these 
other contexts have been previously studied in relation to impoliteness (see for 
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example, Archer, 2008; Mullany, 2008; Kienpointner, 1997) and are therefore more 
established as stomping ground for impoliteness researchers. To embark on new 
territory such as the service encounter may seem a risky venture, one which may 
ultimately bear no fruit. However, as I have suggested in earlier sections, the service 
encounter is, in fact, a valuable source of data for impoliteness research because the 
kinds of norms and expectations that characterise it predispose these encounters to the 
generation of impoliteness metadiscourse. 
 Firstly, in terms of social distance between participants, the service encounter 
is unique, in that the typical encounter involves interactions between speakers who 
have had little to no prior interaction with each other. Scollon and Scollon (2001) 
describe such interactions as ‘outside service encounters’, distinguishing it from 
‘inside service encounters’, where the latter refers to encounters between interactants 
who have recurring and enduring relationships, such as that between family and 
friends, and the former refers to encounters involving participants who are in an 
‘outside’ relationship, i.e. a single, temporary one that is terminated together with the 
encounter. Outside encounters ‘are encounters which require very little personal 
negotiation and are highly conventionalized, culturally established in this sense’ (Isik, 
2003: 8). As discussed above, interactions between strangers, as opposed to close 
friends, are more likely to result in perceptions of impoliteness, because of the lack of 
familiarity with the discourse habits of one’s interlocutor, and the lack of high levels 
of affect and affiliation that help cancel any negative perlocutionary effects. Outside 





Secondly, the perceived hierarchy amongst different participants in the service 
encounter makes it a context defined by strong normative expectations of politeness 
and a correspondingly low threshold for impoliteness. Danblon et al. (2005), for 
example, argue that, because the sales request is commercially beneficial to the 
provider, employees in their study used more politeness markers than their customers 
(Félix-Brasdefer 2007: 177). In Section 2.1.3c, these commercial benefits were 
discussed in terms of the customer’s Reward Power – the ability to directly or 
indirectly influence the financial reward accruing to the service provider for services 
rendered. The various (im)politeness expectations resulting from such a relationship 
form a part of the customer service script, i.e., a stereotyped, or culturally standarised 
representation of the service encounter, which many of us hold, whether we are in the 
role of customer or service provider. Wierzbicka (2007: 56) defines cultural scripts as 
‘representations of cultural norms which are widely held in a given society and are 
reflected in the language’; the customer service script therefore accounts for proverbs 
such as ‘The customer is always right/is king/always knows best’. According to my 
definition of impoliteness, impoliteness attitudes are more likely to be activated when 
contextual variables such as social distance and power interact with normative 
expectations of the situation; service providers, who are likely to be unacquainted 
with the customers they serve, and whose relative powerlessness is likely to be 
dictated by the customer service script, interact with their customers against a 
backdrop of a variety of norms perceived as relevant to the service encounter. The 
outcome of such an interaction is that service providers may be labelled impolite at 
even the slightest hint of transgression. Indubitably though, as I have also argued, this 
is certainly not the case across all service encounters and across all cultures and this is 
something that will be explored in this thesis. So, in certain service encounters, the 
customer doesn’t always know best and the customer is not always king. It might be 
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the case that the expectation of service entitlement is found only in English-speaking 
cultures as a consequence of the etymological link between the lexemes service and 
servant. 
In any case, the upshot of these stereotyped relations between customer and 
service provider is that overt displays of service provider politeness become the 
normative standard in most service encounters, and any hint of service provider 
impoliteness correspondingly takes on a particular salience. While impoliteness in the 
context of say, a military training school, is fairly anticipated and therefore not 
especially memorable when perceived, impoliteness in the service encounter is at 
odds with the norms and expectations that characterise the context and would 
therefore, be for the recipient, a topic worthy of discussion. Hence, all things 
considered, the service encounter, as a particular community of practice, is a breeding 
ground of impoliteness metadiscourse, from which researchers can potentially derive 
an abundance of impoliteness data. 
At this juncture, the preceding arguments must be qualified on two counts. 
Firstly, although it is hypothesized that it is the customer’s presumption and 
foregrounding of dominance in the customer-service provider relationship that 
attitudes of impoliteness are easily activated in service encounters, it must be stressed 
that unlike contexts like military recruit training or courtroom trials, it is unlikely that 
the power of the customer is institutionalized to the same degree as that of a 
commanding officer or a judge; consequently, acts of impoliteness by a customer in a 
service context may similarly not be as legitimised (cf. Bousfield’s (2007) distinction 
between strict hierarchies and negotiable hierarchies). Indeed, many service 





Secondly, while the power of the customer is fairly well established for some 
writers – Hui and Au (2001), for example, sees customer complaints as an exercise of 
their power as consumers and Antonopoulou (2001) views buyers as being ‘in a 
privileged position’ relative to the seller – others take an opposing view. Donthu and 
Yoo (1998) posit that the power that service providers exercise over customers exists 
in the form of expertise and the possession of specialized equipment, while Emerson 
(1962) sees service providers as powerful because of their ability to provide solutions 
to customers’ problems. These are all valid points of view, yet somewhat 
contradictory ones.  
 
A possible resolution to this dilemma would be to see the power differential 
between service provider and customer as lying on a continuum, and therefore 
profoundly interesting from the perspective of impoliteness research. As discussed 
above, I think that service providers are generally viewed as powerless and that this 
power asymmetry is manifested in the impoliteness metadiscourse that service 
encounters frequently attract. However, as the section on power contends, rather than 
thinking of power as a permanent component of the customer-service provider 
relationship, existing a priori to the service encounter, it might be more accurate to 
envisage it as a product of negotiation within interaction, and as dynamic and 
constantly metamorphosing across the entire service encounter, such that any one 
individual may concede or acquire varying degrees of it as the interaction progresses. 
In a similar line of argument, Locher (2004), who conceives of power as ‘relational, 
dynamic and contestable’ (p. 39) asserts that ‘people with higher status can refrain 
from exercising power’ while ‘interactants with low power can decide to exercise 
power over people with relatively greater status’ (p. 31). Thus, despite the frames of 
expectations that interactants carry with them into service encounters, comprising 
57 
 
stereotypical representations of the distributions of power within the relationship, 
each encounter constitutes a site of contestation, in which any participant may take up 
the ongoing struggle for power. Altogether thus, the service encounter, with its distant 
and asymmetrical, yet negotiable, relations between participants, is perfectly suited 
for the testing of my approach to impoliteness. In the next section, I propose working 
definitions of service and the service encounter for the purposes of this thesis, and 
discuss the concept of service quality management. I then conclude this chapter by 
briefly addressing the hypothesis that my research seeks to validate.  
 
2.3 The Service Encounter 
2.3.1 Definitions of Service 
Whetzel and McDaniel (2006: 198) discuss how service organisations can be 
classified along a continuum, depending on the degree to which interpersonal 
transactions occur in the provision of the service. Thus, the service continuum ranges 
from services such as utility and telecommunication services, which are provided 
without the need for human interaction while the service is consumed, to services 
such as physical therapy and restaurant work, where interpersonal transactions are 
inherently part of the primary work process. In view of my interest in interactional 
phenomena, the types of services this thesis focuses on belong in the latter category. 
Accordingly, the notion of service for the purposes of the thesis should be 
operationalised in a way that satisfies the following conditions: 
(1) An interpersonal relationship in which roles like customer, patron, client and 
guest are present and key.  
(2) On the part of the service provider, it is work that constitutes a part of, or the 
58 
 
entire scope, of a job. 
(3) The provision of something in the nature of assistance, rather than the 
production of goods, directly to persons occupying the above roles. 
(4) A consumer-oriented relationship, in which the service is provided directly 
to a consumer, rather than a business-oriented relationship, in which the 
service is provided to a business entity. 
(5) It involves interaction between people, whether face-to-face or electronically 
mediated, rather than interaction between computers or between person and 
computer. 
 
Thus, the types of service I wish to explore have a strong interpersonal dimension, 
where communicative behaviour takes place between two or more individuals, rather 
than between corporations or machines, in the undertaking of work that is aimed at 
providing assistance and that constitutes paid labour.  
In this way, my definition of service bears some resemblance to existing 
definitions of the service encounter in the relationship marketing, management and 
linguistics literature, as these definitions have a strong interpersonal focus. Shostack 
(1985: 121), for instance, states that the ‘service encounter is a period of time during 
which a consumer directly interacts with a service’ while Antonopoulou (2001: 244) 
defines service encounters as ‘instances of face-to-face interaction between a seller 
who is in the shop and a customer who is present. The interactions are oriented to the 
satisfaction of the customer’s need for service and the seller’s concern to provide that 
service’. My own definition of the service encounter is simply any interaction that 
fulfils the five conditions I have listed above.  
59 
 
2.3.2 Management of Service Quality 
Bruce (1987) underscores the importance of managing service quality to the 
success of a company’s business:  
Far too often our everyday experience is one of the unhelpful, surly, impolite 
service that we experience when we try to give people our money. Most of us have 
our own personal horror stories of dealing with shop assistants, garage mechanics 
or bank clerks. We also know restaurants, plumbers, builders, interior decorators, 
and garage mechanics who give us good service. We treat them like gold dust. We 
pass them on to our friends by word of mouth and we give them most of our future 
business. (p. 23) 
 
To ensure service quality, companies have to implement a means of measuring 
the performance of their employees. However, given that there is no tangible output 
which can be measured in the service sector, performance appraisal in this sector is 
likely to be both different and more complicated than in the production sector. 
Performance appraisal is thus likely to be dependent on the measuring of behaviours, 
customer satisfaction, sales in retail locations or other such outcomes (Simmering, 
2010). Simpson and Mayr (2010: 38) describes how in many present-day service 
contexts, customers have become a ‘second boss’, as employers often use customer 
evaluations to reward or punish service workers. 
The evaluation of a service provider’s linguistic behaviour on the job is 
therefore one of key the ways employers can measure performance. Cameron (2000), 
in her influential study on call centre work, notes that globalization has resulted in the 
growth of the service industry, and the increasing tendency for language in the 
workplace to be seen as a commodity that should be ‘managed’ and evaluated as a 
source of competitive advantage. In a process she describes as the ‘McDonaldization’ 
(Ritzer, 1996) of language use, employers thus quite frequently script, monitor and 
regulate their employee’s style of speech in serving customers, where it is no longer 
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sufficient to be simply ‘neutrally polite and efficient’ (p. 335); instead, employees are 
expected to also demonstrate positive affect, such that customers feel ‘that they are 
not merely being served, but actively and individually cared for’ (p. 338). She points 
out that the normative linguistic style in service contexts is a feminised one, given the 
symbolic link between the performance of femininity and the behavioural 
requirements of service employees. These requirements include the display of positive 
affect and subservience. Although she does not draw on the concept, I think that 
stance would be highly useful in the present discussion. When employers endeavour 
to manage the speech styles of their employees, they are, in effect, attempting to 
regulate the stances that employee’s adopt in their interactions with customers. By 
dictating the various permutations of linguistic and non-linguistic resources that 
employees are permitted to use, employers try to control the various stances that 
might possibly be communicated within any given service encounter. Of particular 
importance to the thesis is her finding that call centre staff were most disgruntled by 
the ‘extreme subservience of the persona imposed on them by scripts and styling 
rules’ (p. 340). I postulate that it is the expectation of subservience that is forefront in 
the minds of customers who exhibit little tolerance for what they perceive as 
impoliteness in service contexts.  
In the thesis, the kinds of service contexts that will be investigated range from 
those in which the behaviours of service providers are under strict institutional 
surveillance and there is little agency for the local management of both the interaction 
and the identities of those involved, to those in which there is neither scripting nor 
styling and there is technically more freedom from institutional constraints. I argue 
that the expectations of customers may mean that the freedom in even the latter type 
of service context is somewhat illusionary, although there is indubitably much more 
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room for the negotiation of what counts as job-appropriate behaviour. Before leaving 
this section, I’d like to make a small note regarding my choice of label for those 
working in the service sector. I have decided to characterise them as service 
providers, rather than the more conventional service staff or service workers, to avoid 
the connotations of lowly skilled and lowly waged that tend to be associated with the 
terms staff and worker. Provider, in contrast, appears to convey a sense of neutrality. 
 
2.4 The Hypothesis 
 As stated at several points in these two chapters, the overall objective of this 
thesis is the clarification of the concept of impoliteness through the investigation of 
various service encounters. Because of the distinctive nature of the normative 
expectations concerning the relations between different participants in the service 
encounter, in which the customer-service provider relationship is typically 
characterised as both socially distant and constitutive of a negotiable hierarchy, and 
because of the hypothesised significance of social norms and interlocutor relations in 
judgments of impoliteness, I propose that an analysis of a range of service encounters 
can greatly enrich impoliteness as a field of study. Bringing these key concepts 
together, the hypothesis this thesis seek to validate are as follows: 
 Impoliteness attitudes in a service encounter are activated when stances 
that communicate opposition to one’s desire for ratification, whether of the 
self or of social roles/identities and persons related to the self, are 
perceived. The activation of an impoliteness attitude is dependent on a 
number of contextual variables, in particular, the perceived social distance 
and power differential between participants in the encounter, and on the 
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interaction between these variables and the perceived social norms of the 
situation. 
In the next chapter, the methodology employed in this thesis is discussed. I 
first evaluate the methods that impoliteness researchers have used in their work, and 
consider their applicability with regard to accomplishing the objectives of the thesis. 
In particular, I make a case for the use of a combination of two methods – the written 




CHAPTER 3  
METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 Methods in Impoliteness Research 
Traditionally, research on linguistic impoliteness has employed a variety of 
sources of data, from recalled spontaneous interactions (Beebe 1995), to recordings of 
spontaneous conversation (Cashman 2006), to literary texts (Rudanko 2001), to rating 
scales (Culpeper 2011) and media data (Bousfield 2007; 2008). Given that each 
method has its particular strengths and weaknesess, researchers such as Cashman 
(2008) recommend combining methods, rather than using them in isolation. The 
following is an elaboration of each of these methods, with a particular emphasis on 
their suitability in relation to research on impoliteness. 
 
The analysis of recorded, natural conversation is usually treated as the most 
prized form of data, because it is seen as the most authentic and close to the bone. 
But, in addition to the problem of access when it comes to impoliteness, a problem 
which I’ve attributed above to the marginality of impoliteness in everyday 
conversation, the use of this method has other drawbacks. Most analysts who employ 
this method state unequivocally what they take to be going on in a conversation. 
However, other writers, such as Beebe & Cummings (1996) declare this an 
impossible undertaking, stating that that which strikes an analyst as self-evident in a 
recording of a conversation was not necessarily salient for the interactants. Moreover, 
it may not be possible to capture the complexity of the numerous aspects of a 
conversation, including the participants’ motivations, the effects of the conversation 
on them and so on, even when the analyst was present, or when the participants are 




In contrast, structured interviews seek to elicit participants’ own evaluations 
through more or less direct questioning and the elicitation of relevant anecdotes. It is 
hardly the case that the anecdote is necessarily ‘true’ or more authentic than recorded 
data, but simply that anecdotes can give us an insight into the role of stereotype. In 
research on impoliteness, the notion of stereotype is especially important, since it is 
often stereotypes that constitute the prescriptive pragmatic norms of a society, and it 
is against these norms that people measure the stances that eventually lead to 
perceptions of impoliteness. 
 
Critics of the interview method generally fault it for generating partial and 
biased data. However, the very same criticism can be applied to the recording and 
transcribing of natural conversation. In the case of an audio recording, the non-verbal 
features of the conversation are left out; in a video recording, on the other hand, the 
non-verbal aspect is no longer precluded, but the recording is always made from a 
certain angle(s), to the exclusion of others. And, no matter how fine-grained a 
transcription the analyst attempts, we can never fully account for all the features of an 
interaction. In other words, a transcription is always a recontextualisation of the 
original event. In support of the interview method, Milroy and Gordon (2003) argue 
that we should not assume that all self-reported data are less accurate than those 
collected through observation of actual usage and that direct questioning may provide 
a more accurate picture of some variables, especially those items that appear 
infrequently in free conversation. The formulae that frequently indicate a face-
attacking stance, what people generally label as impoliteness, would be one example 




Media data are easily accessible, particularly with the recent explosion in the 
popularity of reality TV in recent times. Several writers have used reality programmes 
known for featuring heated confrontational interactions as a substitute for recorded 
spontaneous conversations (for example, Bousfield 2007; Culpeper 2005). However, 
the editing process in these shows means that such data are ‘sanitized’ for television 
viewing and therefore not strictly accurate representations of interactions between 
participants. The number of reality shows, which have come under fire for scripting of 
dialogue, is testament to this.  As for literary texts, ready accessibility is also an 
advantage; however, the interactions that feature in these texts are ultimately prisoner 
to the story-arc, and thus have to be analysed in relation to the plot rather than on their 
own terms. 
 
Role-plays are simulations of communicative encounters, in which 
participants take on and act out specified roles, often within a predefined scenario. 
The role-play allows the researcher to generate all aspects of conversation, including 
pragmatic and sociolinguistic features. But whether they afford valid representations 
of conversational practices in authentic contexts is another matter. In support of the 
role-play as a research method, Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz (1983) argue that so 
long as the simulated activity is one with which the participants are familiar, they are 
likely to produce automatic rhetorical strategies, thus validating the constructed text 
as a close approximation to authentic conversation. Eisenstein & Bodman (1993) and 
Turnbull (2001) also found that in comparison with other methods, the data generated 
from role-play tasks most closely approximate natural data. In contrast, other writers 
found many notable differences between role-plays and natural data. Hassall (1997), 
for example, suggested that in both role-play and discourse completion test (DCT) 
request data, L2 learners produced longer and more elaborate responses than they 
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would in real-life situations. Félix-Brasdefer (2007), on the other hand, observed that 
Spanish requests generated in open role-plays were shorter and more complex than 
those generated in natural settings. In my pilot study for this thesis, an open role-play 
was initially included as one of the investigative methods. However, after numerous 
failed attempts at role-playing a service encounter with six test subjects, I arrived at 
the conclusion that the role-play may be a rather poor substitute for natural data. 
Despite the care taken to simulate familiar situations grounded in the participants’ 
own social experience, which Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz (1983) claim to facilitate 
the generating of authentic responses, my test subjects seemed unable to get past the 
contrivance of the whole exercise. After investing many hours repeating take after 
take, only to obtain responses that were fraught with giggles, false starts and blank 
silences, the role-play was eventually abandoned as a means of data collection for this 
thesis. Culpeper (2010) makes a similar acknowledgment of the difficulties involved 
in using data methods such as the role-play: 
 
Data is a major problem for impoliteness research. Discourse completion tasks and 
role plays, amongst the most frequently used methodologies in quantitative politeness 
research, are problematic, since people are particularly reluctant to be recorded 
producing impoliteness, and there are ethical considerations as well. For the same 
reasons, it is also very difficult to collect naturally-occurring data.  (p. 3241) 
 
Turning now to a less complicated data method, the rating scale comprises a 
set of categories aimed at eliciting information concerning designed to elicit 
information about quantitative or qualitative attributes. Common examples include 
the Likert scale and 1-10 rating scales, in which a person selects the number which is 
considered to reflect the perceived quality of a product. To establish the validity of the 
ratings, more than one question is required in the rating scale to obtain an index of 
internal reliability such as Cronbach's alpha, and qualitative descriptions of the 
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categories should be provided, such that each category is more likely to mean the 
same thing to different people. Kasper (2008) considers rating scales as the instrument 
of choice for eliciting acceptability judgements in linguistics but notes that they tend 
to serve as a precursory step towards developing the instrument for the main study, 
rather than as a method on its own.  
 
This thesis employs a rating scale, used in conjunction with a written 
questionnaire. In the rating scale, respondents are asked to carry out impoliteness 
rankings of a number of constructed service encounters. The written questionnaire, 
which is a variant of the structured interview, is designed to obtain anecdotes of 
impoliteness events in the service encounter. In the next section, the specific 
objectives these two methods seek to achieve are discussed. These more specific goals 
are discussed in relation to the overarching aims of the thesis. 
 
3.2 Objectives of methodology 
The primary objective in the thesis is to use the service encounter to test an 
approach to impoliteness that endeavours to merge existing theories. Following from 
the discussion above, achieving such an objective would involve an investigation of 
the following: 
 
1. The applicability of the sociolinguistic concept of stance in discussing 
impoliteness. As hypothesised above, stance may be a more useful concept 
than that of behaviour in theorising impoliteness, given that what interactants 
react to and label as impoliteness may be the orientations that speakers adopt 





2. If the concept of negative face and its equivalents in other face 
frameworks (Sociality Rights in the Rapport Management Model) should 
have a place in a theory of impoliteness. The discussion in Chapter 2 posits 
that negative face does not adequately explain either the cause or the 
consequence of impoliteness, and instead merely provides a means of 
describing the phenomena. In contrast, positive face, and its equivalents in 
other frameworks (Quality Face and Social Identity Face in the Rapport 
Management Model) are able to provide such an account.  
 
3. The factors that affect evaluations of impoliteness. It was postulated in the 
previous chapter that face-attacking stances may or may not be interpreted as 
impoliteness, depending on the interaction between perceived social norms 
and contextual variables. Moreover, it was hypothesised that the relationship 
between interlocutors is the primary contextual variable that influences 
determinations of impoliteness.  
 
Thus, the selected methodology must contain the capacity to test these three research 
questions. In order to answer the first two questions, a written questionnaire is used to 
obtain detailed accounts of impoliteness. The questionnaire is aimed at discovering 
how participants characterise and respond to impoliteness in the service encounter. As 
mentioned above in Chapter 2, impoliteness metadiscourse frequently comprises 
explicit discussions of societal norms; in discussing what ought or ought not to be, 
speakers reveal their conceptualisations of normative phenomena such as 
impoliteness. Their accounts would hopefully shed light on what constitutes 
impoliteness, and what categories of face, if any, are implicated in the process. This 
task may also provide some resolution to the third research question, given that it 
prompts respondents to consider the relationship between interlocutors. This research 
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question is, however, more fully dealt with in the rating scales task. The task is aimed 
at ascertaining the degree to which interlocutor relations, along continua of power and 
social distance, are factors in the perception of face-attacking stances. In this task, 
respondents are required to consider a number of constructed scenarios in a range of 
service encounters, where the hypothetical interactants are associated with varying 
levels of authoritativeness and closeness to each other. 
 
In line with the discussion earlier, concerning the instability of theoretical 
categories such as power, social distance and impoliteness, I made the following 
prediction before administering the two tasks: while most participants would produce 
fairly stereotypical responses reflecting socially and institutionally accepted 
distributions of power and rights to discursive practices, there would nonetheless be a 
number whose responses show attempts to enact, reproduce and resist power in 
discourse. In the next section, I elaborate on each instrument, and explain how their 
design relates to the objectives of the thesis. 
 
3.3 Design of Tasks 
3.3.1 Task 1 – Written Questionnaire 
In this task, two questionnaires are deployed to investigate the extent to which 
normative expectations guide interpretations of impoliteness, through a series of 
questions that attempt to elicit anecdotes of impoliteness in the service encounter, 
whether perpetrated by service provider or by customer. Please refer to Appendix A 
for samples of both questionnaires. Form A, which deals with service provider 
impoliteness, is issued to respondents who have no prior work experience in the 
service industry (to avoid triggering feelings of empathy). Form B, which focuses on 
customer impoliteness, is issued to respondents who have prior work experience in 
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the service industry. The questionnaires mirror each other – the six questions in Form 
A are phrased in a manner similar to those in Form B, with the exception that the 
label ‘Customer’ is used in place of ‘Service Provider’ in the former, and vice versa in 
the latter, to reflect the change in perspective. Taken together, both questionnaires 
seek to discover how impoliteness is defined, by first locating the norms and 
expectations that participants carry with them into a service encounter, and then 
examining their responses to events that breach these purported norms. They also seek 
to determine if both customers and service providers generally perceive the service 
encounter along similar lines, or if different sets of norms apply, depending on the 
interactional role one occupies.  
 
To avoid priming the results or asking leading questions, I refrained from 
including any impoliteness-related lexemes (for example, impolite; rude; 
discourteous) in the questions. Instead, respondents are requested to provide accounts 
of service encounters in which they were left feeling out of sorts, which is a 
deliberately vague expression that could refer to any negative emotion, not just to 
those resulting from impoliteness. They are then prompted to suggest adjectives to 
describe both the offending incident and person. Given that impoliteness is defined 
here as a negative attitude towards face-attacking stances, it potentially serves as an 
umbrella term for a wide range of behaviours that evoke negative emotion (such as 
inconsideration, unpleasantness, bitchiness etc). Thus, what one participant describes 
as impolite may be described otherwise by another participant where both labels 
would count as impoliteness in the current approach. In such a bottom-up approach, 
respondents need not be restricted by the conventions imposed by particular 
(impoliteness) lexemes, but are instead allowed to draw on their own resources to 
construct social meaning; i.e., they do not have to force the impolite label onto the 
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incidents of service failure they have in mind, regardless of whether they truly 
consider the adjective to be applicable. The implication leading from this is that any 
incident involving service failure, not just those relating to impoliteness, could well 
be included among the respondents’ accounts. For instance, a long-winded or 
unknowledgeable service provider might feasibly leave a customer feeling out of sorts 
but not offended. However, in view of the argument presented so far, that the type of 
relationship typically perceived to hold between customer and service provider 
renders the notion of impoliteness very salient in the service encounter, I anticipated 
that the majority of the reports would concern impoliteness, whether from the 
customer’s or service provider’s point of view. In any case, only reports containing 
impoliteness-related lexemes were eventually selected for analysis. 
 
 The above data method is advantageous because it marries the first and second 
order approaches to impoliteness. On the one hand, it seeks to define impoliteness as 
an abstract term with a fixed meaning, i.e., as a second-order concept; on the other, in 
so doing, it attempts also to discover the layperson’s usage of latently negative 
evaluative lexemes. In other words, this approach recognises that while theories that 
seek to be of some practical worth (either predictive or post hoc descriptive) require 
the operationalisation of key concepts, when it comes to behavioural phenomena such 
as impoliteness, mappings of lexemes to particular stances may differ amongst 
individuals (for example, what one person describes as impolite may be described by 
another as inconsiderate and so on), thus rendering singular definitions unfeasible. A 
solution to this dilemma is to define impoliteness
5
 as an umbrella term that 
encompasses various lexemes that index a negative attitude towards face-aggravating 
stances. As mentioned above in Section 2.1.1, distinctions are typically made between 
                                                 
5
 As stated in Section 2.1.1, impoliteness is selected as the label for the phenomena in this thesis as the 
term serves as an apparent counterpoint to politeness research 
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rudeness and impoliteness in the literature; however, speakers may also invoke other 
lexemes when commenting metapragmatically on negatively evaluated stances. In a 
similar vein, Locher and Watts (2008: 96-97) state that ‘negatively marked behaviour 
will evoke judgements of impoliteness, but it is also likely to evoke a wide range of 
possible responses ranging from the relatively neutral impolite, through rude to 
boorish, aggressive, insulting, inconsiderate, as well as a host of other negative 
judgements’.  Thus, by requesting for incidents that left respondents feeling out of 
sorts rather than for incidents involving impoliteness, the focus on the emotive 
response means that respondents are not fettered by their individual 
conceptualisations of the impoliteness lexeme. Note the approach here differs from 
the relational work model, in that the latter treats impoliteness as only one possibility 
amongst a whole host of relational work that people do, whereas the current approach 
views impoliteness as encompassing any negative attitudinal response to stances that 
attack or aggravate face, regardless of how this response is labelled.  
 
3.3.2 Task 2 - Rating Scale  
The rating scale (please refer to Appendix B for sample) seeks to determine 
the extent to which perceived social distance and power are factors in determinations 
of impoliteness in the service encounter through a series of rating tasks. Before 
administering the exercise, I predicted that the majority of responses would show that 
service providers who enjoy a close relationship with their customers, as well as 
service providers who have been allocated positions of high power based on the 
formal position that they occupy on the institutional hierarchy, would be allowed 
more latitude in enacting impoliteness. I also predicted that as a result of the 
normative expectations pertaining to (im)politeness in the service encounter, 
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respondents would demonstrate a similar flexibility in regard to customers who are 
seen to adopt stances that attack or aggravate their service provider’s face. 
 
In this exercise, respondents are first asked to rate four different expressions as 
well as the act of silence in terms of impoliteness; a five point Likert scale is used, 
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The four expressions are: could you 
speak up; that is incorrect; you’re not listening and I don’t have all day you know. I 
explain the process of selecting each expression a few paragraphs later. The following 
extract from the survey form illustrates the task: 
 
How impolite are the following four expressions? Rate them using the following scale and mark your answer with a circle. 
(A) “Could you speak up” 
 
Survey:  This 
expression is 
impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
 
(B) “That is incorrect” 
 
Survey:  This 
expression is 
impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
 
(C) “You’re not listening” 
 
Survey:  This 
expression is 
impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
 
(D) “I don’t have all day you know” 
 
Survey:  This 
expression is 
impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
 
 
1b. Using the same scale, rank the act of “non-expression”, i.e. silence  
 
 
Survey: Silence is 
impolite: 




Independent of any interactional context, each of these expressions has been 
conventionalised for impoliteness effects to varying degrees. Thus, on their own, they 
are verbal resources that can be drawn on to communicate a face-attacking stance. 
The objective of obtaining context-free ratings of these expressions is to help 
disambiguate the contextual effects of power and social distance on impoliteness 




The next task aims to discover if respondents perceive a difference in status 
between the various participants in a service encounter, as well as between different 
types of service providers. Firstly, respondents are required to answer the following 
question: 
 
In a service encounter, is the Service Provider or the Customer more powerful? 
a) Service Provider 
b) Customer 
c) Both are equally powerful 
 
 
This question is designed to validate the commonly held view that the customer is 
‘always king’ in a service encounter. Next, I seek to provide a more nuanced view of 
the service provider role by delving into the potentially varying degrees of power 
which may be associated with different types of service providers. In this part of the 
exercise, I selected the concept of authoritativeness, which corresponds to Expert 
Power (French and Raven, 1959), as a means to operationalise the concept of power, 
on the basis of its relevance to the service provider role. In comparison with other 
forms of power, such as prestige, control, respect and so, I see authoritativeness as 
most relevant to the role of service provider given that service providers are engaged 
because they possess specific forms of knowledge or skill that the customer does not. 
Their expertise in transmitting the required service affords them authoritativeness, 
vis-à-vis the customer. Hence, respondents are required to rate five categories of 
service provider in terms of authoritativeness; the same five point-scale of 
agreeability is used to elicit their opinions. In view of the respondents being 
undergraduates, a choice I rationalise in a later section, the categories of service 
provider were selected based on the types of services undergraduates are likely to 
engage. The five categories are Doctor, Waiter, Computer Repairman, Librarian and 
Call Centre Agent. To reduce the variation in the respondents’ imagined prototypes of 
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each service provider, web photographs of all five service providers are included at 
the head of this task. Moreover, the photographs all depict the service providers as 
Caucasian males between the ages of 20 to 30, thus facilitating the control of other 
variables (age, gender and ethnicity) that potentially affect the respondents’ 
assessments: 
 
Consider the following five service providers: 
 
 
How would you rate the above service providers in terms of authoritativeness?  Rate them using the following 
scale.  
 




0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree 














Call Center Agent 
Rating:      
 
The next task is essentially a synthesis of the first two tasks: respondents are 
required to rate the extent to which they consider the five expressions of the first task 
impolite, when uttered by each of the five Service Providers of the second task. 
Firstly, respondents are asked to imagine a scenario where each of the five Service 
Providers is engaged in interaction with a customer. The scenarios come in pairs, 
where in the first of each pair, the Service Provider and Customer are close friends, 
and in the second, complete strangers. The interaction lasts three turns, before the 
Service Provider gives utterance to the expressions from the first task. This final 
utterance serves as the verbal prompt to which participants are required to respond. 
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Within each of the five pairs of scenarios, respondents are then required to rate the 
expressions in terms of impoliteness, from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The 
aim of this task is to assess the degree to which a Service Provider’s perceived power 
relative to that of the Customer, as well as the perceived social distance between 
them, are factors that affect the perception of a face-attacking stance as impolite. In 
this task, social distance is operationalised in terms of closeness for two reasons: its 
generality of use and easy comprehensibility to the layperson. The term is broad 
enough to encompass several components of social relationships, such as familiarity, 
affect and perceived similarity to self. It also allows a dichotomy between two 
everyday categories, comprising close friends and complete strangers, to be drawn for 
the purposes of this task. The following is an example of a pair of scenarios: 
Scenario A1  
(Service provider and Customer are close friends) 
 
Service Provider : Makes an offer of service  
Customer     : States service request   
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “could you speak up”  
 

















Call Center Agent 
Rating:      
 
 
Scenario A2  
(Service provider and Customer are complete strangers) 
 
Service Provider : Makes an offer of service  
Customer     : States service request   
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “could you speak up”  
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
 
Survey:  The 
expression is 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 





Next, respondents are asked to consider another five pairs of scenarios, 
featuring the same verbal prompts and interactants, but this time with the Customer 
who gives utterance to the prompt. The respondents are prompted to carry out the 
same impoliteness rankings, but this time, for the respective customers of each 
Service Provider. Here, the objective is to investigate if the expectation of customer 
entitlement, as discussed above, renders potentially hostile stances less open to 
impolite interpretations. An example is given below: 
 
Scenario F1  
(Customer and Service Provider are close friends) 
 
Customer     : Makes a request for service  
Service Provider : Clarifies customer request  
Customer     : Responds by saying, “could you speak up.”  
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the expression in bold. 
 
Survey:  The 
expression is 
impolite 













Call Center Agent 




Scenario F2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
 
Customer     : Makes a request for service  
Service Provider : Clarifies customer request  
Customer     : Responds by saying, “could you speak up.”  
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the expression in bold. 
 
Survey:  The 
expression is 
impolite 












Call Center  
Agent 
Rating:      
 
To construct each of the scenarios in the exercise, several spoken English 
corpora were consulted
6
 and from these, slightly over a hundred instances of service 
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encounters were extracted. By examining these examples, it was possible to formulate 
an overall discourse structure of the service encounter. This structure consists of fairly 
standard beginnings, middles and ends, which, in turn, are also constituted by fairly 
standard speech acts. For example, the beginning phase would typically consist of a 
greeting and/or a request for product or service, the middle phase, a negotiation of the 
product or service to be rendered, followed by the provision of that product or service, 
and the final phase, a request for payment and some statement of thanks from either 
party. Thus, the scenarios in the rating scale exercise were constructed in accordance 
with this structure. Note, however, that request for payment was not included as one 
of the elements in the scenarios, given the general inapplicability of such a request to 
several of the Service Provider categories (such as Librarian) used in the exercise.  
To construct appropriate prompts for this task, I endeavoured to select 
expressions that contain conventionalised impoliteness formulae, so as to prime the 
respondents’ impoliteness attitudes. As already discussed above in Section 2.1.2, in 
relation to Culpeper’s (2011) emphasis on the importance of drawing on both 
semantic meaning and context in the interpretation of impoliteness, the argument here 
is not that the expressions are inherently impolite, but that they are frequently judged 
so because of their regular co-occurrence with particular kinds of context – namely, 
those in which attacks on face are involved. Such regularities of co-occurrence 
between linguistic forms and specific contexts also recall the discussion in Section 
2.1.3c, in which Gumperz’s (1982) notion of contextualisation cues is used to account 
for the relationship between various contextual factors and interpretations of 
impoliteness. The following examines the selection process of the prompts. 
 




Firstly, to select candidates for the four verbal prompts, I first drew up a list of 
25 expressions that I have found from personal experience to be offensive. Next, 
using the web as corpus, I short-listed from that list four expressions that were most 
frequently accompanied by evidence that they were interpreted as impolite. Such 
evidence may come in the form of metapragmatic comments, such as ‘that was rude’, 
or non-verbal reactions, such as long pauses or a stammered response. These four 
expressions comprise the first four verbal prompts in the exercise, which we will now 
examine in more detail. 
In Scenarios B and G, you’re not listening features as the prompt to which 
participants are required to offer their responses. You’re not listening is a 
conventionalised impoliteness message enforcer (Culpeper, 2011: 135) usually 
associated with situations where either irritation or anger is involved, such as in a 
scolding or an argument, and the use of the expression is an attempt to gain control of 
the other interlocutor and/or the situation. Could you speak up (Scenarios A and F) 
and that is incorrect (Scenarios C and H) fall under Culpeper’s (2011: 136) category 
of pointed criticisms, where the former is a directive indicating dissatisfaction with a 
prior utterance, and the latter is an assertive indicating disagreement with a prior 
proposition. I don't have all day you know (Scenarios D and I) falls under the category 
of pointed complaint (Culpeper 2011: 136), and is typically used to indicate 
impatience on the part of the speaker.  
 
Having selected four verbal prompts, I decided to also include a non-verbal 
candidate, to investigate if similar reactions are elicited. Thus, the final prompt 
comprises the act of silence (Scenarios E and J), given that silence may be associated 
with a certain disregard for one’s interlocutor, especially when occurring as the 
second turn in an adjacent pair. Leech (1983) discusses how silence is frequently 
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perceived as undesirable and impolite behaviour that should be avoided in 
conversation, while Sifianou (1997: 79) observes that it is the absence of what is 
‘conventionally anticipated’ that imbues silence with impolite implications. Thus, the 
scenario involving silence as a prompt is constructed in a way that renders it open to 
impolite evaluations, by leaving expectations of reciprocity unfulfilled:  
 
 
Service Provider : Announces that the service requested is forthcoming 
Customer          :  Replies with statement of thanks 
Service Provider : Responds with silence. 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the act in bold. 
 
Survey: The act is 
impolite: 












Call Center Agent 
Rating:      
 
The objective then, in selecting expressions strongly associated with impolite 
contexts, is to prime the respondents’ impoliteness attitudes, so as to facilitate their 
judgments, in terms of impoliteness, as to whether it is the Customer or the Service 
Provider, and which Service Provider, who is evaluated less negatively in each 
scenario. Additionally, I selected expressions that would potentially relate to as few 
contextual variables as possible, since something like be quiet would lead to skewed 
results in the case of Librarian (one of the categories of Service Provider in the task), 
should respondents factor in the physical setting of the library. 
 
In the final task of this exercise, respondents are required to answer three 
questions pertaining to the importance of power and social distance in perceiving an 
interlocutor as impolite. These questions move the exercise beyond the confines of the 
service encounter to a more general discussion of interactions between non-specific 
interlocutors. As a reflection of this move, the concept of power will no longer be 
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confined to that of authoritativeness, since any form of power is potentially relevant 
to interactions outside of the service encounter. Thus, power will simply be referred to 
here eponymously. As for the concept of social distance, the term closeness will be 
retained, given my earlier contention that it is broad enough to encompass multiple 
dimensions of social distance. The first two questions ask respondents if interlocutor 
power and closeness are factors that they take into consideration in regard to 
impoliteness:  
 
1. In an interaction, I take my power over someone, and/or their power over me, into 
consideration when labelling their utterance(s) as impolite. If your answer is maybe, please 
explain why. 
 
Yes No  Maybe:  ___________________________ 
 
2. In an interaction, I take my closeness to someone into consideration when labelling their 
utterance(s) as impolite. If your answer is maybe, please explain why. 
 
Yes No  Maybe:  ___________________________ 
 
These questions examine the extent to which perceived power and social distance 
affect the evaluation of a stance as impolite. Although the responses to the earlier 
rating tasks would already provide some insight into this, these questions probe the 
issue further as they attempt to explore interactions outside of the service encounter. 
The objective here is to find out the extent to which respondents apply the same 
principles of impoliteness to other types of interactions.  
 
Finally, they are asked to list the other factors that they take into consideration 
in their evaluations of impoliteness. The open structure of the question allows 
respondents to potentially discuss variables other than power and social distance, thus 





3. In an interaction, what are the other factors that you consider when labelling someone’s 







Thus, in combination with the four earlier tasks, the objective of this final task 
is to ascertain if power and social distance are indeed as crucial to the perception of a 
face-attacking stance, and thus the activation of an impoliteness attitude, as has so far 
been claimed in this thesis.  
 
3.4 The Groundwork 
3.4.1 Cross-Cultural Study 
Needless to say, as is the case with much sociological phenomena, the 
potentially diversifying effects of culture in relation to impoliteness in the service 
encounter are not to be underestimated. For instance, the range of role-related 
responsibilities and obligations associated with a particular service provider in a 
particular service encounter is likely to differ from culture to culture. In a study 
contrasting the influence of different cultures on service quality expectations, Donthu 
and Yoo (1998) posit that Singaporeans have low service quality expectations 
because, like other Asian cultures, Singapore is a country of high power distance, i.e. 
a country in which people are more familiar with and more tolerant of inequalities in 
power. Consequently, Singaporeans ‘respect the service providers and think the 
providers’ work is out of their grasp’ (317). 
 
These claims should be treated with caution since Donthu and Yoo do not 
back any of them with data. Moreover, culture is a complex, multi-dimensional 
concept and is not delimited solely by geographical boundaries. In the current thesis, 
even if attempts are made to ensure that all informants are Singaporean and that they 
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provide information about events that transpire in Singapore, there is no guarantee 
that it is therefore a single, homogenous cultural group that is being studied. One 
might imagine, for instance, that Singaporeans who are status-conscious would have 
more defined expectations of service. It may also be possible, as suggested above, that 
English-speaking Singaporeans have higher expectations of service entitlement than, 
say, Mandarin-speaking Singaporeans, because the etymological link between service 
and servant is not present in Mandarin. Even more reductionist than Donthu and Yoo 
(1998), are studies such as Reader’s Digest annual survey on the most courteous cities 
in the world, entitled How Polite Are We?
 7
 Reducing politeness to three variables, 
namely, holding of doors, saying thank you and helping retrieve dropped items, the 
survey’s findings are that New York, Zurich and Toronto are the most courteous in 
the world. In contrast, eight out of nine Asian cities finished in the bottom 11. Of 
course, given that the study is not intended for an academic audience, the flawed 
nature of its methodology becomes less critical. Despite the shortcomings of the two 
intercultural studies mentioned in this section, it may nevertheless be worthwhile to 
conduct a comparative study to determine if variations in opinion regarding 
impoliteness in the service encounter coincide with nation-state boundaries. Indeed, 
there have been many conclusive findings from cross-cultural studies on 
(im)politeness, in which groups of different nationalities were contrasted with one 
another (for example Thomas 1983; Wierzbicka 2003; Sifianou 2000; Zamborlin 
2007; Culpeper 2011).  
 
Thus, to obtain richer findings for the study, I decided to contrast data from 
Singapore with data from Japan. Often grouped together as ‘hypergrowth economies’ 
(Harrison, 2006), along with Taiwan, Hong Kong and South Korea, these two 
                                                 
7
 http://www.readersdigest.ca/health/relationships/how-polite-are-we  
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countries share many similarities, including a largely affluent society and an economy 
that has moved beyond manufacturing and industrialization towards a knowledge-
based economy led by the service sector. In discussing the commonalities amongst 
East Asian countries, Thorbecke and Wan (2004) notes that the adoption of an 
outward orientation and an open economy, along with an emphasis on education for 
their citizenry, the strengthening of intra East Asian ties and continued efforts to 
maintain macroeconomic stability allowed these countries to experience rapid growth 
in the 1980s and 1990s, with rates surpassing that of the United States. With Japan 
leading the way for the rest of East Asia, this shared experience of modernisation, 
through market liberalization, continues to create many parallels between the East 
Asian ‘Dragons’ (Harrison, 2005), despite differences in cultures, languages, politics 
and histories. Some writers, such as Bond and Hofstede (1989), Lam (2002) and Tan 
(2008) attribute the international business success of East Asia to an emphasis on 
Confucianism, stating that the importance placed on education, morality, family, 
order and harmony has been the driving force behind continued growth.  
 
Kadar and Mills (2011) is a critical resource for researchers and linguists 
studying politeness in East Asia; crucially, chapters discussing Singapore and Japan 
are included. Arguments pertaining to both theory and methodology in politeness and 
impoliteness research are concerned are thoroughly discussed and new directions 
offered. The book introduces readers to both culture-general and culture-specific 
notions in relation to East Asian politeness and impoliteness phenomena. Kadar and 
Mills and the contributing authors are clear proponents of a postmodern discursive 
approach when undertaking research on linguistic politeness and impoliteness 
phenomena. The authors urge readers to challenge the status quo when discussing 
politeness and impoliteness in general and linguistic politeness and impoliteness in 
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particular. For example, Haugh and Obana suggest that the concept of Tachiba, “the 
place one stands” should be used as an alternative to the concept of Wakimae, 
“discernment”, when examining Japanese politeness through the use of Keigo, 
“respect language” or honorifics. Their analsysis is based on an examination of 
participant understandings displayed through their responses to prior turns in 
authentic conversations. The paradigm shift from Wakimae to Tachiba has broadened 
both the knowledge and understanding of Japanese politeness. In particular, Haugh 
and Obana propose that not only can Tachiba account for a wide range of politeness 
phenomena in Japanese, but it also does so in a way that is in line with emic or folk 
understandings of politeness. They argue that the notion of Tachiba may moreover be 
extended to a more culture-general, etic framework to account for politeness 
phenomena outside of Japan. In another chapter, Lee examines politeness among 
different groups of Singaporean Chinese in Singapore. Lee first launches into a 
description of the complex history of Singapore, which has today resulted in 
Singapore’s vastly multicultural society. Because the majority of Singaporeans are of 
Chinese descent, Lee focuses mainly on examining different ethnic Chinese groups 
and the code switching that occurs within each group. Although Confucianism and 
neo-Confuscianism are the main influence on politeness and impoliteness among the 
Singaporean Chinese, choice of linguistic code (Mandarin vs a Southern Chinese 
dialect) also plays a part in the co-construction of their politeness and impoliteness 
systems. Singaporean Chinese are therefore likely to have distinctive notions, 




Other  (im)politeness researchers have commented on the impact of 
Confucianism and neo-Confuscianism on (im)politeness norms in East Asian 
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societies. Particular attention is paid to the value these societies apparently place on 
collectivism, rather than individualism, resulting in (im)politeness norms that 
emphasise social order and hierarchy. As has already been discussed above in relation 
to my definition of Social Identity face, which extends and elaborates on Spencer-
Oatey’s definition, Gao (1996) observes that face tends to be a collective rather than a 
personal concern in Asian cultures. In the same vein, Haugh and Hince (2003: 1593) 
discuss the vicarious nature of face – which they translate as mianzi or lian – in 
Chinese cultures, stating that ‘in Chinese society, when a person experiences a 
positive or a negative change in his or her mianzi/lian, this change can also be 
experienced vicariously by those with whom the person is closely associated’. In 
Mandarin-speaking cultures such as Taiwan, Chang and Haugh (2011) note the 
importance attached to guanxi in evaluating face threats within business relationships. 
Guanxi is often used to denote a relationship, in which both parties are bound by a 
never-ending cycle (Ostrowski and Penner, 2009) of mutual benefits and obligations. 
Viewed as a means to establish harmony and strength reciprocal relationships, (Pan, 
2000: 68–71) guanxi is strongly associated with Confucianist doctrine, specifically 
that which focuses on developing ideal relationships between individuals.  
 
In Cher’s (2011) study of the (im)politeness norms in Singapore, she argues 
that the prevailing norms are manifestations of Confucianism, citing examples such as 
the importance of addressing others according to their seniority, showing humility 
through self-deprecation, using indirectness when refusing or disagreeing with 
someone, especially in the workplace, and refusing a gift or treat before accepting it. 
She also cites a survey commissioned by the Ministry of Information and The Arts in 
1997, and carried out by Forbes Research, on forms of courteous and discourteous 
behaviour that Singaporeans across all ethnic groups could agree on, and concludes 
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that the survey results ‘showed that the society desired to honour seniority, which is in 
line with Confucian ethics’ (230). 
  
Similarly, when Haugh (2004) compares the notions of politeness in (Anglo)
 8
 
English and Japanese, he observes that there are distinct differences between the two, 
with Japanese politeness having much to do with the social role and position of 
speaker and interlocutor. While politeness in English encompasses displays of 
consideration for others and polished presentations of one’s self, politeness in 
Japanese (teinei or reigi tadashii) refers to respect and consideration towards the 
position and quality of character of others, while maintaining modesty about oneself. 
Research on politeness in Japanese largely originated from the seminal work of 
Sachiko Ide (e.g. 1982, 1989, 2005, 2006), who has argued that Japanese politeness 
cannot be fully accounted for by universal theories of politeness, such as Brown and 
Levinson’s (1978 [1987]) face-saving model of politeness, but instead is better 
explained with reference to the culturally-specific notion of wakimae ‘discernment’. 
As mentioned above, Haugh and Obana (2011) discuss the centrality of tachiba in 
understanding the concept of politeness in Japanese, where the literal meaning of 
tachiba is ‘the place where one stands’, and is used to refer to one’s roles in social 
interaction, or ‘social selves’ (157). The connection between tachiba and the concept 
of Social Identity Face, where the latter refers to the desire for ratification of social 
roles/identities or persons related to the self (see Section 2.1.3b), should be apparent. 
By acknowledging one’s tachiba with respect to one’s interlocutors, one successfully 
upholds the Social Identity Face of those in the interaction. They argue that the use of 
politeness strategies in Japanese, be it honorifics or plain speech, is often guided by 
the tachiba of the speaker with respect to the addressee. However, they stress that the 
                                                 
8
 In his study, this is defined as English spoken by the British, Americans and Australians. 
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respective tachiba of interlocutors are not pre-determined a priori to interaction, but 
rather ‘emerge through interaction as contextually contingent and discursively enacted 
social roles and positions’ (cf. Ide’s (1989) more prescriptive notion of wakimae) 
(156). For example, distancing between close friends may be achieved through the 
use of addressee honorifics. Thus, politeness norms deriving from various 
expectations relating to tachiba may be strategically exploited to generate 
impoliteness effects, or indeed may even be resisted or challenged. This is highly 
apposite with the position taken towards impoliteness, power and social distance in 
this thesis, in which all three concepts are treated as fluid, contestable and 
discursively constructed, rather than existing as absolute categories outside of 
discourse.   
 
 
In sum, this section makes an argument for a study of impoliteness involving 
comparisons between Singapore and Japan. Since the similarities between the two 
countries abound, not only with respect to mode of economic development, but also 
the various normative expectations relating to (im)politeness, a study which 
endeavours to bring together and compare the two Asian dragons can greatly enhance 
one’s understanding of politeness and impoliteness in an East-Asian context. It may 
also provide clues to other similar countries, be it fellow dragons like Taiwan, South 
Korea and Hong Kong, or other emerging economies such as Malaysia, Vietnam, 
Thailand and China.  
A key difference between the two countries, however, is that Singapore is 
trying to move up the service-quality ladder, as can be seen from government-led 
initiatives such as the GEMS (go the extra mile for service) movement, which 
involves several statutory boards in an endeavor to improve service quality in 
Singapore. On the other hand, Japan is well-known for its service excellence. Ho 
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Kwon Ping, chairman of Banyan Tree Holdings Pte Ltd, hails Japan as a ‘hallmark of 
a great service culture’ (The Straits Times, 2 Sep 2009). This study endeavours to 
shed some light on impoliteness in service encounters by comparing a country with a 
sophisticated service culture against one that is still developing.  
Another area in which the two countries differ is in the degree of societal 
homogeneity that characterizes each country. Several studies show that Singaporeans 
are generally more status or class-conscious, or that there is greater social 
stratification in Singapore than there is in Japan. Indeed, in their study of the income 
gap, Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) found that the income differential in Singapore far 
exceeds that of Japan; among the world’s 23 most developed nations, Japan has the 
smallest gap while Singapore has the largest.  Moreover, going by Hofstede’s Power 
distance index, which measures the extent to which less powerful members of society 
accept that power is distributed unequally, Singapore scores far higher than Japan (74 
versus 54), suggesting that there is greater endorsement of inequality in the former 
than in the latter.  
A third key difference between Singapore and Japan concerns the 
(im)politeness norms that exist in each culture. While their similarities have been 
discussed above, Singapore’s colonial legacy may mean that Singapore’s politeness 
culture is partially derived from British norms, rather than solely from Confucianism. 
Thus, Singapore may be seen in terms of a more Westernised, ‘volition’ culture, vis-
à-vis Japan’s ‘discernment’ culture, in which the use of honorifics is frequently seen 
as obligatory. Having said that, there isn’t necessarily a strict dichotomy between 
‘discernment’ cultures and ‘volition’ cultures, where discernment refers to the 
observation of linguistic norms according to one’s place in society, which is said to be 
intrinsically obligatory and situation bound, and volition refers to having a wide range 
of linguistic forms at one’s disposal to communicate particular propositions. The 
90 
 
difference between honorifics and non-honorifics is a matter of gradation. Honorifics 
are merely more fossilized linguistic forms that routinize and constrain the indexing 
of relationships, compared to speech acts, conventionalized formulae or other devices 
whose processes of interpretation are not as short-circuited (Ide, 2000). But whether a 
volition (low-context culture) or discernment (high-context culture), one’s choice of 
one linguistic form over another both reflects and reproduces (or challenges) the 
perceived relationship between participants, where high power and social distance 
between the, usually result in the use of more elaborate or formal linguistic forms, 
whether in English or Japanese.    
 
One question remains – does an exploration of impoliteness in Singapore and 
Japan equate to an exploration of language or culture or both? While the conflation of 
ethnicity, language and culture is less problematic for Japan, given its largely 
homogenous populations and the vast predominance of its official language, the same 
cannot be said of Singapore. Because of historical reasons, the national language of 
Singapore is Malay (Singh, 2007). However, Malay is spoken by only 16% of the 
population. The other official languages are English, Mandarin and Tamil. English 
has been the country’s language of administration since independence and the main 
medium of instruction in schools. There are also compulsory ‘mother tongue’ subjects 
in which the Chinese learn Mandarin, the Malays learn Malay and the Indians learn 
Tamil (Cher, 2011). Although the Chinese make up 75 per cent of the population, the 
main working language is English. Due to language contact, the Chinese in Singapore 
rarely speak one language without code-switching (Cher, 2011). Pakir (1991) states 
that the “near-universal use of English in Singapore today, in addition to other 
languages, has produced a population that knows English but with varying 
proficiency levels” (174). The widespread use of English and the long term effects of 
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an “English-knowing” bilingualism policy means that English is now a language of 
the masses, where it once was used only by the affluent and the powerful. However, 
an increased penetration into the different societal levels has the concomitant effect of 
varying degrees of proficiency across speakers. Today’s Singaporean Chinese 
community comprises two main categories: families who are more traditional speak 
more Mandarin than English, and retain the use of the other Chinese dialects, despite 
government-led efforts to replace them with Mandarin. Other families, who, in past 
decades, had perhaps more fully embraced the political and commercial dominance of 
English in Singapore (Bao, 2001), today speak more English than Mandarin at home, 
and show control of the high variety, Standard Singapore English, (SSE) in formal 
situations (Gupta, 1999). It is this group of Singaporeans that this thesis investigates, 
as they are rapidly becoming the majority (Cher, 2011). Thus, the survey forms 
distributed to participants in Singapore are in SSE, while those distributed to 
participants in Japan were translated to Japanese. I will discuss some issues 
concerning the translation of the forms in a subsequent section.  
 
3.4.2 The Participants 
To recruit participants for the study, I approached various universities in the 
two countries, advertising my research aims and attendant call for informants amongst 
the undergraduate population. As subjects of study, undergraduates, along with 
middle class whites and academics, may be somewhat over-represented in social 
science research, but given that undergraduates comprise a group that is at least 
homogenous in terms of education level, age and perhaps income, they remain a 
prudent choice for larger-scale studies. To further reduce the variables in the study, 
participants were required to be between 18 and 26 years of age, to have resided in 
either of the two countries for at least the last ten years, and to be fluent in English, or 
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Japanese, depending on their country of residence. Interested students were requested 
to contact me via email. The survey forms were disseminated to each of them in 
person, and in return for their time, participants were reimbursed with cash for each 
task completed. Of the 152 responses that were received, 100 were then randomly 
selected for analysis. Respondents, comprising equal numbers of both sexes, are 
currently undergraduates from two Singaporean universities and two Japanese 
universities – namely, the National University of Singapore, the Nanyang 
Technological University, the Kwansei Gakuin University and the Waseda University 
respectively. As stated above, the tasks were administered in English and Japanese. A 
group of students from the National University of Singapore were hired to assist in 
the translation of the survey forms and the data collected. 
 
3.5 Potential Limitations 
Despite the care taken in selecting appropriate methodology for the study, the 
proposed methods posed several potential problems. The first was that participants, 
concerned with presenting themselves in a positive light, may decide to eliminate 
certain details when giving self-reports on impoliteness incidents. However, this is not 
necessarily a major problem. Knapp, Stafford and Daly (1986) point out that while 
their respondents, in relating to them accounts of messages they regretted, may have 
embellished or distorted their accounts so as to present “a good story”, “[their] data 
[nevertheless] reflect the way people publicly talk about such events to others, and 
what is communicated about what happened is, from a social perspective, potentially 
as ‘real’ as what actually happened” (p. 45). Moreover, by retelling anecdotes of 
impoliteness, participants highlight the boundaries of what they perceive as 
acceptable and unacceptable stances, thereby both affirming and bringing into 
existence a variety of societal norms. This is obviously important to impoliteness 
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research, since perceptions of face-attacking stances are frequently related to the 
perception that certain norms have been breached, as mentioned above in the 
discussion of the use of metadiscourse as data. In turn, such data can help augment 
future analyses of interactions.  
  
The second issue with my chosen methodology had to do with the quality of 
the responses, especially with regard to the rating scale. Given the somewhat tedious, 
repetitive nature of the 12-page exercise, there was a high likelihood that respondents 
would answer in a haphazard manner, thereby potentially distorting the results. In my 
pilot study, I divided the 12 Singaporean test subjects into two groups. There was no 
contact between the groups. Prior to the exercise, the subjects in the first group were 
each given $5, while subjects in the second group were each given $15. They were 
informed that the money was a form of reimbursement for their time. At the end of 
the exercise, I examined their responses and found a noticeable contrast between the 
two groups: when compared with the responses from the $15 group, the responses 
from the $5 group were generally shorter in length and contained fewer details, with a 
few even consisting of nil responses or incomplete answers to some questions. Thus, 
to increase the chances of obtaining careful, meticulous responses, all Singaporean 
participants in the actual study were reimbursed with $15, and Japanese participants 
with 1140 yen.  
 
The third issue concerns the two forms in the written questionnaire task, where 
Form A is aimed at those who have no prior experience as a service provider, and 
Form B at those who have. Given that the stipulated age limit for participation in this 
study is fairly low, it was likely that the number of respondents with experience in the 
service sector would be far fewer than those who have no experience. As a result, 
there was a possibility that the data would be skewed towards the customer’s point of 
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view. Indeed, of the 152 responses I received, only 61 of them were from informants 
who had experience in the service industry; 50 were eventually selected at random for 
analysis. The imbalance between the total number of Form A and Form B responses 
reduces the unpredictability of the sample selection, thereby increasing the sampling 
error. While recruiting more participants might have resolved this imbalance, the 
constraints on my resources, namely, time and funding for the participant incentives, 
meant that this was not a viable option. In any case, as a data collection method, the 
written questionnaire task is more qualitative than quantitative in nature, thus 
reducing the importance of numerical uniformity in sample sizes. As stated above, 
one of the objectives of this task is to discover the normative assumptions that are 
created in and through discourse; this is something that can be achieved through close 
textual analysis, rather than the examination of figures and statistics.  
  
The final issue concerns the complications that would potentially arise with 
the translation of the Japanese data. Firstly, given that both the written questionnaire 
and rating scale forms would have to be translated into Japanese, and the eventual 
data to English, there needed to be reassurance of the reliability of the translations; i.e. 
the accuracy of the translations is dependent on the proficiency of the translator(s) in 
both English and Japanese. Secondly, even if the translations were accurate in that 
sense, there was still the possibility that losses of meaning would occur in the process 
of making mappings across two disparate lexica. The first problem was easily 
resolved. The translations for the questionnaires and data were undertaken by students 
from the Japanese Language Department in the National University of Singapore, 
whom I paid for their work. Their tutor, who is proficient in both English and 
Japanese, was kind enough to review their work, thus ensuring the reliability of their 
translations. The second problem was slightly more complicated. It is inevitable that 
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certain expressions would lose some of their original meaning when translated across 
languages. To reduce the degree of dissonance, I checked with the Japanese Language 
tutor that the force of at least the key concepts was retained. For example, there is no 
direct equivalent of the adjective out of sorts in Japanese; there are, however, phrases 
that indicate feelings of hurt or offence. For example, kibun o gai shita (gloss: to have 
one’s feelings hurt), kigen ga waruku natta (gloss: worsening of one’s mood), fukai 
(gloss: to feel uncomfortable) or fuyukai (gloss: to feel disagreeable) are all closely 
related. Of these four, the first adjective, kibun o gai shita (gloss: to have one’s 
feelings hurt), is used in the survey form, given that it is more formal in register 
compared to the other three, and therefore more suited for its context of use.  
 
Also of particular concern is the speech acts used in the rating scale exercise: 
a) Could you speak up (mōsukoshi ōkina koe de hanashite kudasai); b) that is 
incorrect (asore wa tadashiku arimasen); c) you’re not listening (watashi no hanashi 
o kiite imasen ne); d) I don’t have all day you know (kotchi mo hima janai ndesu yo 
ne) and e) the act of silence (mugon). Firstly, the Japanese tutor was consulted to 
check that these expressions are generally evaluated as impolite across a wide range 
of contexts, thereby rendering them conventionalised impoliteness formulae in both 
Japanese and English. Next, care was taken to ensure that both the denotative and 
connotative senses of these expressions were retained in the translations. In so doing, 
the integrity of the rating scale exercise is largely maintained across both English and 
Japanese versions. Thus, by attempting to ensure the parity of at least the key phrases, 
the Japanese translations of the questionnaires and data obtained are less likely to be 
deviations from the English versions, and vice versa. Altogether thus, the problems 
associated with my selected methodology, while challenging, were not entirely 
insurmountable. Despite the limitations named above, the data I eventually obtained 
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were rich and presented diverse opportunities for the testing of my hypotheses. In the 
next chapter, the responses to both tasks will be examined and analysed. This analysis 
will be followed by a discussion of the data in tandem with the observations made in 
earlier chapters, which include the definition of impoliteness postulated in Section 





4.1 The Tasks 
4.1.1 Written Questionnaire 
Table 4.1 in Appendix C contains a summary of the data obtained from the 
Written Questionnaire Task. Of the 152 participants who were recruited for the 
project, 91 responded to Form A, which is designed for those who have no experience 
in the service industry, and the remaining 61 to Form B, where the objective is to 
obtain accounts of those who have or are currently working as service providers. 
From this pool, 100 responses were randomly selected, comprising 50 from each 
country, which in turn consists of 25 Form A responses and 25 Form B responses.   
The leftmost column of Table 4.1 comprises the participant identifiers, where S1 to 
S25 and J1 to J25 denote the Singaporean and Japanese participants who responded to 
Form A respectively, and S26 to S50 and J26 to J50 the Singaporean and Japanese 
participants who responded to Form B respectively. The second column from the left 
contains the respondents’ reports of their impoliteness incidents, i.e., events where 
impoliteness appears to have been perceived, while the column next to it gives the 
category of face(s) implicated in the incident. To reiterate, the definition of face in 
this thesis is the desire for ratification of the self, or of social roles/identities and 
persons related to the self, where the first noun phrase denotes Quality Face, and the 
second, Social Identity Face. The incidents marked with an asterisk are those that are 
not relevant to this thesis, as they contain no evidence of face attack or aggravation. 
The last column consists of the adjectives used by the participants to label their 
offending interlocutor(s). These are the lexical choices made by respondents in their 
reports that relate in some way to impoliteness, including synonyms for the 
phenomena itself and other adjectives that describe face-aggravating stances. All the 
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Japanese data were translated to English; the table comprises both the original and 
translated versions. The same Japanese Language students were paid to translate the 
Japanese data to English, and their tutor was consulted on the accuracy and coherency 
of their translations, with special attention paid to expressions relating to 
impoliteness. For example, while there are adjectives that correspond to rude and 
impolite (buenryo and shitsurei respectively), as well as adjectives that encompass 
both meanings (e.g. futsutsuka), it is the adjective shitsurei (gloss: impolite) that 
occurs most frequently in the Japanese data. In contrast, buenryo (gloss: rude) occurs 
only once, and futsutsuka (gloss: rude; impolite) does not occur at all. 
 
There are two points to note about the design and contents of Table 4.1. 
Firstly, with regard to the type of offence resulting from the incident (third column), 
the analysis of each incident concerns the primary offence type, as interpretable from 
the respondents’ reports. At times, both Quality Face and Social Identity Face may 
appear to be implicated in equal measure, while in other instances, one type of face 
may appear to be of much higher relevance to the incident than the other. Of course, 
the latter may be secondarily implicated, but this is not dealt with here, as the focus is 
on the main category of offence.  
 
Secondly, the analysis of each report as instances of particular offence types is 
based on the respondents’, rather than the researcher’s, interpretation of the events. In 
other words, the analysis is grounded primarily in how the respondent’s 
metadiscourse is shaped – the way in which the respondent frames their discussion of 
the impoliteness event – instead of the ‘objective reality’ of the event itself, if 
realising such a concept is even possible. Whether or not the discussion is an accurate 
reflection of what really transpired is irrelevant. As mentioned in the previous 
chapter, the survey is designed in such a way that lexemes obviously relating to 
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impoliteness, including rude, offensive, impolite, discourteous and so on, are excluded 
from the questions. Instead, the very broadly encompassing term out of sorts is used; 
participants are asked to report on service incidents that left them feeling out of sorts. 
As discussed above, the focus on the emotive response of each participant is intended 
to obtain a range of negative attitudinal responses that can be grouped together under 
the category of impoliteness. This forestalls the problem of participants trying to force 
their answers to fit narrow, pre-deternined notions of impoliteness, and allow their 
discourse to proceed in a less constrained manner.  
 
If what has been hypothesised so far is true, that impoliteness is typically a 
product of the interaction between hypothesised community norms and various 
contextual factors, then what concerns us is not ‘reality’, but the (inter)subjective 
orientations of each speaker, which range from the somewhat idiosyncratic to the 
shared and communal. Thus, as far as possible, the analysis of each example is based 
on evidence drawn from the responses, whether it is in the form of direct quotations 
of utterances from the incident, or the respondents’ explanations or rationalisations of 
the incident, although more often than not, a combination of the two is used. The 
lexical choices that the respondents make, and those that they don’t, will hopefully 
offer some insight into their own interpretations of the impoliteness incidents. Let us 
now look at the answers to each question in more detail. 
 
4.1.2 Questionnaire: Form A 
Question 1 is aimed at obtaining reports of service failure involving incidents 
in which respondents were left feeling out of sorts. They are first asked to suggest an 
adjective that best describes the service provider, and then prompted to give a detailed 
account of the incident. I explained in Chapter 3 that this method bridges the divide 
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between the first and second-order approaches to impoliteness. While impoliteness, 
the concept that this thesis seeks to explain, is treated as a second-order construct, in 
that it can be defined along rational, universal lines, it is simultaneously the blanket-
term for the first-order, negative evaluative lexemes that respondents draw on in their 
discursive constructions of service encounters. The focus on incidents that leave them 
feeling out of sorts, i.e., incidents that induce a negative emotion, hopefully elicits 
reports that run the gamut of first-order impoliteness incidents. These incidents would 
then be used as data to support a theory of second-order impoliteness.  
 
The drawback of such an approach, however, is that the impoliteness 
researcher is potentially left with too wide a range of negatively evaluated incidents, 
some of which may have nothing to do with the subject matter. Thus, I sifted out the 
incidents I wanted to analyse by selecting only those containing lexemes that share a 
semantic domain with impolite. What this means is that, the selected reports should 
contain lexemes that are either first-degree or second-degree
9
 synonyms for impolite; 
in other words, lexemes that are either synonymous with impolite, or with any of the 
synonyms of impolite. To facilitate the selection process, an online and a print 
thesaurus
10
 were consulted. To qualify for analysis, the adjective suggested by the 
respondent had to feature as synonyms in both thesauri. While this process was 
relatively straightforward for the Singaporean data, there were more steps involved 
for the Japanese data. Firstly, based on the English translations, lexemes relating to 
impolite were highlighted. Next, the Japanese Language tutor was consulted to ensure 
the existence of these semantic relations in Japanese. Finally, following from his 
advice, the corresponding incidents were selected. Of the 100 incidents obtained 
through random selection, only 96 were eventually selected for analysis, with two 
                                                 
9
 Not to be confused with the concepts of first-order and second-order. 
10
 These are thesaurus.com and Roget’s International Thesaurus respectively. 
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incidents each from both the Singaporean and Japanese group of respondents rejected. 
In the first of the four rejected incidents, S6 uses ‘inexperienced’ to label a bank teller 
whose apparent lack of knowledge resulted in multiple processing delays. This 
incident is excluded from the analysis, given that inexperienced shares no semantic 
relations with impoliteness. This is further borne by the rest of her account, in which 
the participant describes an incident where the service provider’s perceived 
inexperience caused some degree of inconvenience for her, but did not, by any means, 
result in an attack on face. Similarly, J13’s account of a receptionist whom she labels 
slow (osoi), as a result of the latter repeatedly spelling her name incorrectly, does not 
contain any evidence of a perceived face attack; indeed, as an adjective, slow is 
conceptually distant from impolite. The incident reports of S30 and J26 are also 
excluded from the analysis, given that the labels they select, muddled and soft-spoken 
(kugumo~tsu) respectively, have no semantic links to impoliteness. The remaining 96 
incident reports all contain lexemes that are first-degree or second-degree synonyms 
for impolite, thus rendering them suitable for analysis for the purposes of this thesis. 
The tables below illustrate the distribution
11
 of the adjectives suggested by the 
respondents in their responses to Question 1. The first table comprises the 
Singaporean data, while the second comprises the Japanese data; the adjectives are 
arranged according to descending frequency of occurrence in the data. 
Table 4.2a: Participant adjectives for perpetrator of impoliteness incident (Singapore) 
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The Singaporean data show that rude is the adjective used most frequently as a 
label for the offending interlocutor(s), thus lending support to Culpeper’s (2011: 78) 
claim that ‘Rude is outstandingly the impoliteness-metalinguistic expression of 
general currency.’ In contrast to the 17 times that rude appears as a response to 
Question 1, most of the other adjectives occur merely once or twice. Notably, impolite 
only features once, which provides support for Culpeper’s (2011: 80) finding that 
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impolite and impoliteness have little currency in everyday speech and feature more in 
formal domains.  
Table 4.2b: Participant adjectives for perpetrator of impoliteness incident (Japan) 
Adjective Frequency of Occurrence 
Impolite (Shitsurei) 8 
Unreasonable (Rifujin) 4 
Over-polite (Kajō ni teinei / Ka teinei) 3 
Annoying (Kibun o gaisuru /Meiwakuna/ 
Meiwakuwokakeru) 
3 
Persistent (shitsukoi) 2 
Uncaring (Mukanshin) 2 
Disrespectful (Shitsureina/ Taido no waru-sa)) 2 
Abusive (Bubetsu-tekina) 1 
Sarcastic (Hinikuna) 1 
Mean (Ijiwaruna) 1 
Rough (Sobōna) 1 
Arrogant (Gōman) 1 
Rude (Buenryo) 1 
Ungracious (Buaisō) 1 
Pushy (Atsukamashī) 1 
Out-of-line (Futekisetsuna) 1 
Childish (Otonagenai) 1 
Uncivil (Busahō) 1 
Insensitive (Hijō) 1 
Inappropriate (Futekisetsu) 1 
Bad-tempered (Kimuzukashī) 1 
Threatening (Iatsu-teki) 1 
Unkind (Fushinsetsu) 1 
Crude (Araarashī) 1 
Dismissive (Keibetsu-tekina) 1 
Unsociable (Hishakōteki) 1 
Meddlesome (Osekkai) 1 
Obstinate (Gōjō) 1 
Irritating (Iraira sa seru) 1 
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Unfriendly (Buaisō) 1 
Patronising (Onkisegamashī) 1 
Terrible (Hidoi taido) 1 
Cold (Reitan) 1 
Tactless (Futodoki) 1 
Condescending (Onkisegamashī) 1 
 
The Japanese data, on the other hand, show the inverse to be true: impolite (shitsurei), 
which occurs eight times in the data, is the predominant choice of adjective amongst 
the Japanese respondents. In contrast, rude (buenryo) occurs only once; Culpeper’s 
findings concerning the layperson’s tendency to use rude over impolite may thus lack 
universal applicability across diverse languages.  
 
Relatedly, several writers argue for a distinction to be made between 
rude(ness) and impolite(ness) based on speaker intention. For example, while 
Culpeper (2008) associates rudeness with unintentional relational mismanagement 
and impoliteness with intentional relational mismanagement, Terkourafi (2008) makes 
a case for the converse. In the data obtained here, however, there does not appear to 
be a visible correlation between intention and the occurrence of either rude or 
impolite. In both the Japanese and Singaporean group, the distribution of the two 
lexemes does not appear to be dependent on speaker intentionality (either actual or 
hypothesised). Instead, as suggested above, the distinction between the use of rude 
and impolite seems to coincide with language boundaries, where Japanese speakers 
display a preference for the latter and SSE speakers the former. Thus, in contrast to 
the arguments put forth by Culpeper (2008) and Terkourafi (2008), the issue of 




In any case, the adjectives suggested by the respondents vary quite a great deal 
in terms of formality of usage. Adjectives such as discourteous and uncivil tend to be 
used in more technical, formal domains, while unpleasant and unreasonable, the 
respondents’ next most frequent choices after rude and impolite, are more likely to 
occur in informal speech. Even less formal choices include adjectives such as out-of-
line, bad-tempered and pushy. And on the other end of the scale altogether, 
Participants S14 and S16 suggest bitchy and fucked up respectively, which, while still 
synonymous with impolite
12
, are colloquialisms typically used in casual conversation. 
 
Finally, and quite interestingly, over-polite (Kajō ni teinei / Ka teinei) is 
suggested as an answer by three Japanese respondents.  Although the lexeme does not 
technically constitue a synonym of impolite, and despite Culpeper’s (2008) argument 
that overpoliteness is not the same as impoliteness given that they result in different 
types of negative effects (p.29), my data suggest otherwise. He postulates that 
overpoliteness differs from impoliteness, in that face is mostly maintained in 
situations involving overpoliteness. In a later section, I will endeavour to illustrate, 
through my data that, contrary to Culpeper’s argument, the incidents of overpoliteness 
in my data are face-aggravating, and are therefore of relevance to the discussion on 
impoliteness.  
 
In Question 2, respondents are asked to provide a detailed account of the 
incident, including the words, tone of voice, gestures and facial expressions of the 
parties involved. This question is important in determining if impoliteness should be 
characterised as a negative attitude towards specific behaviours (Culpeper, 2011) or 
as a negative attitude towards specific stances (my definition). From the responses 
                                                 
12
 Since neither thesaurus contains an entry for fucked up, the evidence for its semantical relations with 
impolite is based on the participant repeatedly describing the offending service provider as ‘rude’ in her 
report, where rude is synonymous with impolite. 
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gathered, it is clear that what respondents consider offensive is the position their 
interlocutor takes towards a communicated proposition, rather than the proposition 
itself. The same form of behaviour, such as swearing, can be variably interpreted, 
depending on the position one adopts towards it. Particular positions are 
communicated via both linguistic and non-linguistic resources. For example, in S15’s 
report, the offending waitress makes the following remark loudly to a colleague: 
‘SHE told me she wanted dry [noodles], not soup’. The proposition contained in this 
utterance is that the subject wants her noodles done a certain way rather than another. 
This, by itself, is neither particularly controversial nor offensive. However, by 
describing the volume at which the utterance was made, and by showing, through 
orthographic capitalisation, the emphasis placed on the pronoun, S15 conveys in her 
report that the waitress adopts a face-attacking stance towards that proposition – the 
amplification and the emphasis lend extra meaning, namely, blame or fault. 
Moreover, it is fault or blame attributable to the subject of the clause (S15), rather 
than the waitress herself. The waitresses’ behaviour, comprising both verbal and 
paralinguistic forms, is offensive only insofar as the stance taken towards those forms 
is clearly hostile. In another example, J31, who works as a part-time waiter, relates his 
experience with a group of customers he describes as ‘pushy’ (atsukamashī) and 
‘insistent’ (ganko). The customers not only make the same order repeatedly, they also 
do so in a manner that J31 describes as ‘insulting’ (bujoku-teki). Although the 
utterance itself – ‘excuse me, could you take our order please?’ – appears innocuous, 
even containing conventionalised politeness expressions, the intonation and facial 
expressions that accompany it is reported to be ‘sarcastic’ (hinikuna) and ‘sour’ 
(muttsuri) respectively. From these two examples, we can see that it is not just a 
straightforward, sum-of-the-parts constellation of behaviours that the participants 
respond to and evaluate negatively, but the distinct contrast between the various 
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behaviours that leaves them open to interpretations of impoliteness. An analysis that 
focuses on behaviours only reveals the propositions that are communicated and 
interpreted in an interaction, without providing an insight into the positions or 
attitudes adopted by interlocutors towards those propositions. Thus, in contrast to 
current theories of impoliteness, including Culpeper (2011), it may be more accurate 
to characterise impoliteness as a negative attitude towards specific stances, rather than 
specific behaviours.  
 
In Question 3, respondents are asked to explain their reasons for feeling out of 
sorts about the service rendered in the reported incident. Informants provided 
rationalisations in the form of the various duties and obligations perceived as 
characteristic of service providers in general, and how the service provider’s words or 
actions did not live up to the expectations that those duties and obligations would be 
fulfilled. Explicit discussions of the role obligations of the offending service provider 
are an indication of the sense of entitlement the informant experiences as a customer. 
For example, J22 describes her encounter with a financial advisor, who reportedly 
‘insults her knowledge of [her] finances’. When J22 consults the financial advisor 
about opening an account, the advisor reportedly uses a ‘patronising tone’ 
(onkisegamashī) and says, ‘You mean this is your first time opening an account?’ J22 
states that the encounter leaves her feeling out of sorts because ‘it is not a service 
provider’s place to question [her] decisions’. In another example, J24 reports on her 
encounter with a waitress, whose ‘attitude’ (taido) is apparently ‘shock[ing]’ 
(shōgeki-teki) because she responds using only ‘yes’s’ and ‘no’s’ or with silence. J24 
states that the encounter leaves her feeling out of sorts, since ‘[PJ24] is the customer 




The responses to this question also provide evidence that impoliteness cannot 
be defined in rigid, universal terms, since it arises only when contextually defined 
norms have been perceived to be violated. In their answers to the question, I observed 
many respondents contrasting their own impoliteness incidents with what they 
consider to be normative in a service encounter, providing examples of both verbal 
and non-verbal conventionalised impoliteness formulae. The normative status of their 
assumptions is evident from their lexical choices, in which modals and other verbs are 
used to express obligation. For example, in S17’s answer to this question, he states 
that he ‘expects’ waiters to lay down dishes for customers, instead of having them 
pass the dishes down themselves, as S17 was apparently made to do, while J6 reports 
his encounter with a bus driver, whom he describes as ‘unfriendly’ (buaisō), because 
he does not give a response when J6 thanks him, as he ‘should’ have, given that 
‘people are supposed to reply when someone says thank you’ (emphasis mine). While 
many of the reports, including the above two, comprise descriptions of fairly 
commonplace impoliteness norms, there were a few that describe somewhat 
idiosyncratic and less immediately recognisable ones. For example, J1 describes his 
telephone conversation with an airline agent, whom he labels as ‘impolite’ (shitsurei), 
because her manner is ‘matter-of-fact’ (atarimae no), rather than placatory when 
responding to J1. When J1 calls in to make a complaint about a surcharge on his 
airline ticket, the agent reportedly responds in a ‘matter-of-fact tone’ that the 
surcharge continues to stand. J1 rationalises his feeling out of sorts as a direct 
consequence of the agent’s failure to apologise and to offer an explanation of the 
surcharge. He asserts that it is the duty of any call centre agent to first placate the 
customer. Instead, she merely states ‘point-blank’ (sokkenaku) that the surcharge does 
indeed exist. Thus, despite the absence of any conventionalised impoliteness 
formulae, the agent’s stance is nevertheless interpreted as ‘impolite’ (shitsurei), 
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according to J1’s fairly unique standards of call centre agents. Thus, I attained, 
through the elicitation of such impoliteness metadiscourse, further perspective on the 
layperson’s understandings of impoliteness, which run the gamut from the familiar 
Miss Manners type of rules, to the more distinctive and occasionally baffling 
standards of individual speakers.  
 
The responses to the following two questions hint at the possibility of a 
distinguishing cultural trait, given that the Singaporean group of respondents displays 
a tendency to respond in one way, and the Japanese group of respondents a tendency 
to respond in another. Question 4 seeks to determine if customers relate to service 
providers purely in terms of their job roles, and the rights and obligations related to it, 
or as individuals who may flounder, especially if they are also juggling personal 
problems. The question asks if service provider impoliteness is deemed more 
acceptable if the customer is aware that the service provider has had a bad day. Of the 
50 Form A responses analysed, 22 Singaporean respondents respond in the negative, 
compared to 10 Japanese respondents; in contrast only two Singaporean respondents 
give an affirmative response, compared to 36 Japanese respondents. Those who 
respond in the negative justify their responses by stating that the personal and 
professional spheres should be kept completely separate, while those who respond in 
the affirmative aver that service providers should not be treated any differently, 
despite their professions. The remaining respondents were more tentative, responding 
with a ‘maybe’, explaining that it depended on the gravity of the service provider’s 
personal problems. 
 
Question 5 is constructed along similar lines to the previous question. It asks 
respondents if the service provider’s words or actions would have been more justified 
if they had somehow made the service provider feel out-of- sorts first. It is aimed at 
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unearthing opinions on reactive impoliteness and if it is justified in hypothetical 
scenarios where the customer produces the initial impoliteness. Because of its non-
initiating position in a sequence, reactive impoliteness is usually deemed more 
acceptable. This appears to hold true for most of the Japanese respondents, since 39 
out of the 50 provide an affirmative response. Most of the Singaporean respondents, 
on the other hand, do not seem to treat initial customer impoliteness as a mitigating 
factor, with 44 out of the 50 responding in the negative. While the majority of the 
Japanese respondents simply respond with a ‘yes’ to Questions 4 and 5, many of the 
Singaporean respondents
13
 justify their negatory responses by making explicit 
references to the financial aspect of the exchange; service failure is perceived to result 
in a sense of economic loss on the part of the customer. ‘It’s the service provider’s 
job’ and ‘the service provider must remain professional’ appear as constant refrains 
across the Singaporean responses to both questions, showing a clear orientation 
towards an existing hierarchy in the customer-service provider relationship. The 
apparent lack of empathy on the part of the Singaporean respondents is perhaps best 
exemplified by S17’s response, in which he declares that ‘it’s the waiter’s job to serve 
well, and certainly not his job to piss off diners’. As mentioned above, the differences 
displayed in the answers between the two groups of respondents hint at the possibility 
of a distinguishing cultural trait. Cher (2011) discusses kiasu-ism, a distinct trait of 
impoliteness manifested in Singapore. Kiasu-ism, comes from the phrase kiasu in 
Hokkien dialect which means ‘afraid to lose’. She notes that Singaporeans are 
infamous for this trait which manifests itself both in behaviour as well as in linguistic 
terms. It is possible that the findings from the responses to Questions 4 and 5 are 
attributable to this trait. As noted above, while none of the Japanese respondents 
mention the financial aspect of the service encounter in their responses to the two 
                                                 
13
 S2, S3, S5, S7, S8, S11, S12, S14, S15, S16,  S17, S19, S22, S23, S24 and S25.  
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questions, 18 of the Singaporean respondents do. The sense of economic loss that 
potentially arises from an unpleasant service encounter is something that kiasu 
Singaporeans, with their fear of losing, would be inclined to factor in. This hypothesis 
corresponds with a recent finding from service experts, reported in an article in 
Yahoo.com
14, that ‘Singaporeans are harder to please,’ in comparison with their 
counterparts in the Southeast Asian region. This finding is attributed to factors such as 
a ‘strong service culture’, in which Singaporeans have developed expectations of ‘tip-
top service’. Thus, for the Singaporean respondents, expectations of politeness (or the 
absence of impoliteness) in the service encounter are maintained, even in the face of a 
service provider's personal problems and customer-initiated impoliteness.   
 
Question 6 is designed to obtain reports of incidents where the customer is the 
perpetrator of the impoliteness event, and the service provider is the recipient. The 
question asks respondents to describe an incident in which they left a service provider 
feeling out of sorts. I was looking to see if informants would justify their actions in 
terms of perceived customer power, and if they view the service encounter as a 
context where they can legitimately flout norms of politeness. In the majority of the 
responses to this question, I observed once again, the invocation of norms as a 
rationalising device for their actions. For example, S19, who reports reprimanding a 
taxi driver and leaving him ‘visibly rattled’ when he requests that she pay him in 
notes of a smaller denomination, argues that ‘it's not the passenger’s responsibility to 
ensure that taxi drivers have change’. That her argument occurs as a declarative 
clause, in which information is offered in a neutral manner without any attempt at 
justification, grants this assertion normative status. J21 displays a similar inclination 
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http://sg.finance.yahoo.com/news/singaporeans-harder-please-experts-103458342.html.  




towards the assumption of customer privilege. When a waiter mistakenly charges her 
for an item she had not ordered, she reports that she ‘angrily t[ells] him off’ for doing 
so, leaving him ‘quite hurt’; she justifies her response with the argument that 
‘customers should not have to check that they aren’t being cheated’. Thus, for 
participants such as J21 and S19, it is a taken-for-granted assumption that passengers 
enjoy certain entitlements, and the adoption of a face-attacking stance is perceived an 
appropriate response when these entitlements are called into question. 
 
4.1.3 Questionnaire: Form B 
The second questionnaire, designed for respondents who have prior 
experience in the service industry, is a mirror of the first questionnaire. The first five 
questions pursue the topic of impolite customers, forming a counterpart to the first 
five questions of Form A, which pursue the topic of impolite service providers. These 
five questions are designed to discover the extent to which service providers are 
willing to accept customer impoliteness. Is customer impoliteness cloaked with the 
same mantle of unacceptability as, say, peer impoliteness, or does the notion of 
‘service entitlement’ mitigate the perceived impoliteness? Thus, the main objective of 
Form B is to determine if informants who identify, or have previously identified 
themselves as service providers view the service encounter through the same prism as 
those who have thus far only occupied customer roles.  
 
In contrast with the findings from Form A, those from Form B do not exhibit 
much divergence along cultural lines; the responses from both the Singaporean and 
Japanese groups of respondents are characterised by similar trends. From their 
responses, it appears that most of the Form B informants show a tendency towards 
hierarchizing the customer-service provider relationship, where customers are 
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associated with the right to a greater range of discursive practices than service 
providers, including the right to attack or aggravate face. For example, 36 of the 50 
participants who responded to Form B give an affirmative answer when asked if 
customer impoliteness is justified on account of a bad day or initial service provider 
impoliteness, rationalising their answers with statements such as J28’s ‘when 
customers are impolite, we just have to bite back and swallow’ and S41’s ‘unless I 
want to get fired on the spot, being rude to a customer is definitely not ok’, thus 
providing insight into the perceived asymmetries in the service encounter. Other 
participants give slightly more measured responses, stating that customer impoliteness 
may be mitigated by factors such as a bad day or initial service provider impoliteness. 
For example, in explaining why an encounter with an irate customer leaves him 
feeling out of sorts, S28 states that ‘I get that customers can be impatient, but this one 
was a bit much’ – while the informal usage of get indicates sympathetic 
understanding, he also includes the caveat that there should be a limit to which this 
impatience is made manifest. A small number of participants, on the other hand, take 
a completely opposing view, as can be seen from their rather damning accounts of 
customer impoliteness, in which they offer no excuses for the customers’ behaviour. 
J31, a part-time waiter, even responds with a counter-face attack of his own – when a 
group of customers he labels as ‘pushy’ (atsukamashī) and ‘insistent’ (ganko) 
repeatedly make the same order, he states that he ‘sarcastically’ replies with, ‘Why 
not? I don’t have anything else to do’. Along with three other respondents, J31 states 
in no uncertain terms that customer impoliteness is not justified on either count of a 
bad day or initial service provider impoliteness. That this group of more gung-ho 
respondents forms such a small minority serves as further evidence for the existence 




The last question in Form B also serves as the equivalent of the last question 
in Form A. It asks the service provider to describe an incident where they left a 
customer feeling out of sorts. As with its counterpart in Form A, a number of 
informants responded to this by rationalizing their actions with reference to some 
norm or other. For instance, J38 invokes the norm of reciprocity (see for example, 
Gouldner, 1960) in explaining his remonstration of a customer, saying that his actions 
were a direct consequence of the customer’s child being ‘a nightmare’. In another 
example, S43 invokes the norm of equity (Adams, 1965) when she justifies her 
outward display of irritation towards a patron, by stating that it was ‘unfair’ of him to 
have made a certain request of her, given that she did not have the resources at hand 
to fulfil the request.  
 
Interestingly, a number of the responses to Form B exhibit some degree of 
conflict between personal and social impoliteness norms, perhaps reflecting the extent 
to which the customer service script guides one’s perceptions. For example, S27, who 
was hired as a bank officer during her last semester break, labels the customer who 
left her feeling out of sorts as rude, but goes on to explain that because the transaction 
involves money, the customer is entitled to such behaviour. This appears to reflect a 
conflict between S27’s personal norms, which resulted in the initial labelling of the 
customer as rude, and more general, society-level norms, which resulted in the 
subsequent downgrading of her assessment. Mills (2009) posits three levels at which 
norms are produced and reproduced: individual, communal and societal (cf. 
Culpeper’s (2008) distinction between personal norms, cultural norms situational 
norms and co-textual norms). This stratification is used to explain the existence of 
some contexts that actually sanction the use of impoliteness. Impoliteness is seen as 
very much appropriate to the norms of these situations. For example, verbal 
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aggression in military training tends to be licensed and rewarded, as part of the 
training philosophy in which soldiers are ‘broken’ before being ‘rebuilt’ in 
accordance with institutional demands (Bousfield 2007; Culpeper 2011). Similarly, as 
I have noted in the introduction, there are service encounters in which impoliteness 
may, in fact, be seen as acceptable, or at the very least, tolerable.  
 
By distinguishing between different levels of norms, we can explain how 
certain actions are at once recognised as both impolite yet politic and appropriate. 
Impolite behaviour in military training school is thus perceived as impolite relative to 
the hypothesised norms of the larger society, rather than to those of the specific 
community of practice. Likewise, impoliteness in various service encounters may be 
considered inappropriate relative to the norms of the wider society or to those held by 
specific individuals (hence it being recognisable as impoliteness in the first place), but 
are sanctioned by the norms that purportedly characterise the community of practice 
in which these particular encounters are situated.   
 
Overall, the main differences in the responses to Forms A and B are the kinds 
of social norms and ideologies that respondents use to justify their responses, and as a 
consequence, the type of offence that appears to be implicated in the impoliteness 
incident. The majority of responses to Form A contain appeals to norms that are more 
specific to the community of practice of the service encounter, such as those 
pertaining to the perceived responsibilities of the service provider and the perceived 
entitlements of the customer. In contrast, most of the responses to Form B invoke 
norms that are more generally applicable to any interaction within any community of 
practice, such as those that concern notions of fairness or reciprocity. The main 
implication of this contrast is that most of the Form A responses describe incidents 
that implicate Social Identity Face, while the incidents in Form B responses appear 
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largely to involve Quality Face, whether in isolation or in conjunction with Social 
Identity Face. As illustration, here are two examples:  
 
The first example is a Form A response by J15, describing an incident that I 
have analysed as an aggravation of Social Identity Face. With this example and the 
next, I will endeavour to show the entire process by which the impoliteness incidents 
in this thesis are analysed. I begin with a brief summary of the participant’s report, 
then proceed to categorise the incident and explain the reasons behind the 
categorisation. Here, J15 provides an account of his encounter in a café, where the 
waiter appears to require constant reminders by J15 to bring out the ordered items, as 
well as the necessary cutlery and condiments. Each time J15 issues a reminder, the 
waiter ‘makes an impatient noise with his mouth’ and ‘breathes deeply’. J15 describes 
the waiter as ‘disrespectful’ (shitsureina). The waiter’s immediate response, 
consisting of ‘an impatient noise with his mouth’ and ‘breath[ing] deeply’, are the 
means by which face attack is communicated. That it is J15’s Social Identity Face that 
is implicated in the attack is evident from his labelling of the waiter as disrespectful. 
The expectation of respect is an indication that the relationship in which the 
expectation arises is asymmetrical, where (outward displays) of respect is directed 
from a position of low status to a position of high status. J15’s description of the 
waiter as disrespectful is thus evidence that J15 perceives a hierarchy within their 
interaction. While a multitude of possibilities exist with regard to the exact nature of 
that hierarchy, ranging from that to do with age, appearance, educational qualification 
and so on, J15’s answer to Q6 is evidence that it is the customer-service provider 
hierarchy that is the most likely candidate. When asked whether reactive impoliteness 
from an service provider is excusable, J15’s response is that ‘Because their job is to 
provide the best things to the guests, so even if I do something that they are not 
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comfortable with, they should respect me (since I’m their guest), therefore it is not 
justifiable’ (italics mine). His equating customers to guests deserving of respect is an 
indication of the degree to which his identity as valued customer, vis-à-vis the 
obligated service provider, influences his interpretation of the incident. When this 
identity is perceived not to be upheld, J15’s Social Identity Face is aggravated.  
 
In contrast, the next example is a Form B response by J34, describing an 
incident that I have analysed as implicating Quality Face. J34, who works as a part-
time waitress during semester breaks, reports her encounter with a customer she 
describes as ‘unreasonable’ (rifujin). The customer requests that she grind some 
pepper into his soup. While doing so, she pauses occasionally to ensure that she 
doesn’t grind too much, but he waves her on. She continues grinding until he 
suddenly says in an ‘irritated’ (hagayui) tone, ‘That’s enough!’ while ‘shaking [his] 
foot’ and ‘frowning’. J34 reports feeling ‘wrongly blamed’ for the incident. This 
incident is analysed as an attack on Quality Face because J34’s discussion of the 
incident is framed in terms of the personal, rather than the social. Unlike the example 
above, J34’s report contains no mention of customer or service provider, either as 
abstractions, or in more concrete terms with the interactants in the report occupying 
the respective roles. There is no discussion of the various responsibilities, obligations, 
privileges and entitlements accruing to one’s social role or identity. Instead, the 
reason for the offence, as can be seen from her answer to Q4, is grounded in the 
customer’s impolite stance, as well as the perceived blame that she believes to be 
wrongly apportioned. She states, ‘because of that person’s behaviour/speech, and 
when I’m not in the wrong but blamed for it’. Unlike most of the other respondents 
who appeal to various norms they perceive as relevant to the service encounter, the 
norm that J34 invokes here to justify her feelings of offence is less specific to the 
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service encounter and more generally applicable – in attributing her feelings to what 
she perceives as undeserved blame, she appears to be appealing to the norm of equity, 
which dictates the avoidance of situations which either under- or over-reward 
individuals within interpersonal relationships (Adams, 1963). In being perceived to 
flout this norm, the customer intentionally or unintentionally undervalues that 
component of J34’s personal belief system; given that the latter constitutes a part of 
Quality Face, the customer’s actions therefore amounts to an attack of Quality Face. 
 
The discussion of these two reports leads us to the next point, which concerns 
the discussion about impoliteness and face in Section 2.1.3b, in which I presented an 
argument against using the notion of negative face and/or its equivalent in the 
Rapport Management Model, Sociality Rights, (Spencer-Oatey, 2000, 2002, 2005, 
2007, 2008) to explain impoliteness. Looking at the participants’ reports, the nature of 
the offending incidents is readily explained with recourse to either Quality Face or 
Social Identity Face (which roughly correspond to positive face). In contrast, 
Association Rights and Equity Rights, while of much utility in the Rapport 
Management Model, appear to be redundant in research on impoliteness. In the 
example above, concerning J34 and the pepper-grinding, the customer’s perceived 
violation of the norm of equity would be treated as a violation of Equity Rights in the 
Rapport Management Model. However, this would merely be an exercise in 
paraphrasing – a violation of Equity Rights is very much equivalent to violation of the 
norm of equity, given that both concepts concern questions of fairness within 
interpersonal relationships. But we have simply replaced one descriptive label of the 
impoliteness incident with another, without providing a link between that incident – 
the violation of the norm of equity or of Equity Rights – and the resultant feelings of 
offence experienced by the participant. In other words, how exactly is the 
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impoliteness incident impolite? As I have shown above, drawing on the concept of 
Quality Face provides just that link, with the suggestion that the violation of the norm 
of equity displays an (un)intentional undervaluing of the participant’s personal belief 
system. To give a further example, let us look at how another report would be better 
analysed as an instance of Social Identity Face aggravation, rather than a violation of 
Association Rights. S13 describes in her report a waitress who displays impatience, 
unfriendliness and unhappiness while taking S13’s order. The waitress also employs a 
conventionalised impoliteness gesture by ‘rolling her eyes’. While perceived 
unfriendliness would typically be analysed as a violation of Association Rights in the 
Rapport Management Model, since it indicates a failure to accord one’s interlocutor 
an ‘appropriate amount of affective association’ (using terminology from the Rapport 
Management Model), doing so again merely substitutes one descriptive label for 
another, albeit more elegant, one. Certainly, unfriendliness does translate to the failure 
to accord one’s interlocutor an appropriate amount of affective association, but how 
exactly is that offensive? It seems somewhat tautological to argue that unfriendliness 
results in impoliteness because it implies a lack of connectedness – that only explains 
what unfriendliness is, but not its emotional consequences for the parties involved. It 
is only in seeking recourse to the notion of face, that we find the missing link in the 
argument. If we analyse it in terms of Quality Face, we may argue that the incident is 
offensive because inappropriate amounts of affective association typically signals that 
the addressee’s person is not sufficiently deserving of affect. In this case, however, 
the report suggests that it is not Quality Face that is primarily at stake, but Social 
Identity Face. In her answer to Question 1, which asks participants to suggest an 
adjective to describe the service provider in question, S13 uses ‘unprofessional’ to 
label the offending waitress. Thus, it is S13’s identity as customer, vis-à-vis that of 
service provider with specific professional responsibilities and obligations, that is at 
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stake here. In other words, the waitresses’ stance is offensive primarily as a 
consequence of S13’s conception of their respective social roles in the encounter. 
 
In yet another example, which I have categorized as an attack on both Quality 
Face and Social Identity Face in Table 4.1, S22 describes her encounter with a taxi 
driver who ‘rant[s]’ in an ‘annoyed’ tone about unreasonable passengers, after 
insisting that S22 select a route. While such ‘candid’ sharing of the taxi driver’s 
emotions would be analysed as a violation of Equity Rights in the Rapport 
Management Model, given that it creates an imposition on S22’s privacy, doing so 
does not explain the resulting offence, since not all forms of imposition are impolite. 
For example, Brown and Levinson (1978 [1987]) observe that offers are technically 
impositions but rank low on the scale of acts that threaten face. To account for the 
offence resulting from the taxi driver’s imposition in this case, one has to analyse it as 
an attack on Quality Face.  The incident is interpretable as impolite since it prioritises 
the taxi driver’s desire to vent over S22’s desire for privacy, thus implying disregard 
for S22’s Quality Face. Moreover, there is an implication that, like her predecessors, 
S22 is similarly perceived by the driver as an unreasonable customer, thus attacking 
her Social Identity Face as well, an analysis that is further substantiated by the 
emphasis S22 places on her identity as customer in her report.  
 
Thus, in all of the three examples discussed, I have shown that, in contrast to 
other theories of impoliteness that incorporate the Rapport Management Model 
(Culpeper 2005, 2011; Cashman 2006), the notion of Sociality Rights, comprising 
both Equity Rights and Association Rights, is extraneous to impoliteness analyses, 
given that both categories of rights merely provide a means of narrating an 
impoliteness event, but lack the capacity to explain the resulting offence. The notion 
of face, on the other hand, serves precisely that purpose. As the three examples above 
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show, an analysis that draws on Quality Face and/or Social Identity Face may be 
much more comprehensive than one that draws on either Association Rights or Equity 
Rights. 
 
4.1.4  Distribution of Offence Types 
In contrast with Culpeper’s (2011: 44) data, in which he found Quality Face to 
be the most important type of offence across four of the five cultures he explored, it 
appears that the offence experienced by most of the respondents in my study is 
primarily associated with Social Identity Face, as the figure below shows. Each 
column represents the total number of incidents classified under each category of 
face, with the green columns comprising reports from the Singaporean respondents, 
and the yellow columns comprising reports from the Japanese respondents. 
 
Figure 4.1: Distribution of Face Categories in Reported Incidents 
 
Of the 96 incidents selected for analysis, 53 of them contain evidence of 
orientations towards Social Identity Face while only 20 of them contain evidence of 
orientations towards Quality Face. The remaining 23 reports show equal orientations 
towards both Quality Face and Social Identity Face. Most respondents appear to relate 
to their interlocutors within the service encounter largely in terms of their social, 
rather than personal roles. This is perhaps unsurprising, given that the raison-d’être of 














occur. While I have already discussed in some detail how this is evident from remarks 
such as, ‘it’s the waiter’s job to serve well15’, the respondents’ accounts of 
impoliteness incidents provide further evidence that face-attacking stances are rarely 
(perceived to be) directed at an interactant’s personal qualities, but their ability to 
uphold particular social roles. In bringing to the fore their membership in various 
social categories, any hypothesized infraction is thus assessed as an infraction against 
the entire category, and hence an attack on Social Identity Face. In a similar vein, 
Kádár, Haugh and Chang (2013) discuss the importance of research on both 
intergroup and interpersonal dimensions of face, citing the (potentially-face-
threatening) associative and dissociative terms used by Mainland Chinese and 
Taiwanese repectively to index national identity in discussions of cross-strait issues.  
 
Interestingly though, when a comparison is made between the two countries, 
the ratio of reports involving Social Identity Face to those involving Quality Face is 
much lower for Japan than it is for Singapore, as the graph above shows. The figures 
show that although Social Identity Face aggravation remains the most predominant 
offence type overall, Quality Face appears to be more of a concern for the Japanese 
respondents than the Singaporean ones.  In other words, with regard to incidents that 
leave one feeling out of sorts, a higher percentage of Japanese than Singaporean 
respondents generate responses that reflect an inclination towards interpreting 
impolite stances as attacks on Quality Face, rather than Social Identity Face. This 
appears, to me, to be less a revelation about Japanese speakers than it is about their 
Singaporean counterparts.  The fact that perceived Social Identity Face aggravation 
still comprises the majority of the reported impoliteness incidents by the Japanese 
respondents is wholly in line with their emphasis on the importance of place, as 
                                                 
15
 Participant S17. 
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discussed in Chapter 3 in relation to the notion of tachiba. After all, even the emic 
conception of face in Japan (kao) relates to one’s conduct in relation to the place one 
belongs and the place one stands (Arundale, 2013). So, for example, if the CEO of a 
company were to make tea for his guests at a meeting, they wouldn’t be impressed by 
his hospitality, but might consider him to have ‘lost face’ given that such conduct 
relative to his place in society is inconsistent with their expectations. Thus, it comes 
as no surprise that impoliteness in Japanese service contexts is juxtaposed against the 
perceived role obligations of the service provider. What is interesting here, is the 
higher proportion  of Quality face incidents in the Japanese data (16), relative to the 
Singaporen data (4). Research into Japanese service encounters (see for example 
Rogers 2010; Peterson 2012 and Ikawa 2011) has shown that Japanese service is 
usually perceived (by both Japanese and non-Japanese) as polite and professional, but 
lacking in warmth and personalization. Service providers are described as ‘rather 
mechanical, as though they were following a manual’ (Rogers, 2010), which is the 
precise complaint of one of my Japanese respondents (J3). This is congruent with the 
higher proportion of Quality Face incidents for the Japanese respondents. They are 
less occupuied with the obligations and responsibilities associated with the social role 
of service provider, and more concerned with the personal aspect of the interaction 
between customer and service provider, which is apparently somewhat lacking in 
Japan. As I will show later, this is also in line with findings from the ratings task, 
which show the Japanese respondents to be more concerned with the social distance 
between interactants, rather than power. Social distance encompasses aspects such as 
warmth and friendliness, which can be manipulated discursively. In contrast, the 
Singaporean respondents focused more on the status differential between customer 
and service provider which is again congruent with research on the service industry in 
Singapore, which discusses the strong stigma attacghed to service jobs here. There is 
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a perception that vocational jobs are less respectable, compared to educational, 
academic accomplishments and qualifications (The Straits Times, 2 Sep 2009). ]In 
contrast, only four reports in the Singaporean data involves a perceived attack on 
Quality Face; perceived attacks on Social Identity Face therefore comprise an 
overwhelming majority. Clearly, the notions of social order and place are factors 
influencing the impoliteness perceptions of most of the respondents – thus the 
abundance of incidents involving Social Identity Face – but we must explore why this 
seems to be remarkably more so for the Singaporean group. Firstly, it seems to me 
that this finding is highly congruent with the responses to Questions 4 and 5 in the 
questionnaire, where, unlike the majority of the Japanese respondents, most of the 
Singaporean respondents state that personal problems and customer impoliteness 
occurring in an initiating sequence are not factors that mitigate service provider 
impoliteness, with many citing the financial aspect of the service encounter as a 
reason. Together with the findings on the relative infrequency of perceived Quality 
Face aggravation, the data suggest that in comparison with the Japanese respondents, 
the social role(s) of one’s interlocutor is more of a factor in the impoliteness 
evaluations of the Singaporean respondents. As with the analysis of the responses to 
Questions 4 and 5, the issue at hand points to the possible influence of a 
distinguishing cultural trait. In the earlier analysis, the trait suggested to account for 
the findings was kiasu-ism. It seems to me that kiasu-ism, which denotes a fear of 
losing, may be equally useful here in accounting for the overwhelming tendency of 
the Singaporean respondents to interpret impolite stances occurring within service 
encounters as attacks on Social Identity Face rather than Quality Face. Kiasu 
customers, who fear a sense of economic loss stemming from poor service, enter 
service encounters with a greater sense of entitlement than customers who lack this 
trait; their interactions with service providers are thus framed by the notion of a 
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customer-service provider hierarchy, with the result that any perceived impoliteness is 
treated first and foremost as an aggravation or attack of Social Identity Face.  I will 
return to this issue at a later section, when the responses to the rating scale are 
discussed. For now, we will continue the discussion of the reports and the categories 
of offence perceived to be involved in each impoliteness incident. 
 
As can be seen from Figure 4.1 above, 23 reports comprise incidents which 
appear to implicate both Quality Face and Social Identity Face equally, which I 
denote in Table 4.1 in the Appendix as Quality/Social Identity Face. Generally, 
reports that involve both categories of face discuss the importance of receiving 
positive evaluation, or at least a non-negative evaluation of the respondent’s personal 
qualities, as well as the importance of having their social roles and identities 
acknowledged and upheld. As with the reports that involve either Social Identity Face 
or Quality Face in isolation, these discussions usually take place with reference to 
supposed norms that are perceived as relevant to service encounters specifically, 
and/or any type of interpersonal relationship. I will discuss all three types of report in 
more detail, using data from both Singaporean and Japanese respondents as examples. 
 
4.1.4a Impoliteness incidents involving Social Identity Face  
As mentioned above, evidence that an impoliteness incident involves Social 
Identity Face is typically found in the invocation of norms that reference the 
perceived responsibilities and obligations associated with particular social roles. For 
example, respondents often draw on the notion of a customer-service provider 
hierarchy to rationalise their emotional reactions to perceived impoliteness. For 
example, S3 describes a food-stall holder who is ‘impatient’ and ‘unsmiling’ while 
waiting for S3 to select his food. In his report, S3 emphasises his rights to ‘pleasant’ 
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service as a customer, thereby invoking the customer-service provider hierarchy. The 
stall holder’s stance, communicated by a combination of (the lack of) verbal and non-
verbal resources, threatens his identity as a valued customer. The aspect of face 
associated with the role of customer is that of Social Identity Face, rather than Quality 
Face, since the customer role in interaction typically occurs in the public, rather than 
the private sphere. In another example, S12 provides an account of her encounter with 
a service provider from a telephone company, whom S12 describes as ‘short’ and 
‘bossy’ towards S12 when the latter makes an enquiry. S12, in discussing why she 
takes offence, remarks that their treatment leaves her feeling ‘as though [she is] 
begging for a favour when [she is] a purchas[er] of their products’. The implication 
here is that, owing to the financial benefits that potentially accrue to the store, the 
latter is indebted to her, or should at least behave in a fashion that conveys 
indebtedness. Instead, the service provider adopts an apparently patronising stance 
(‘as though I’m begging them for a favour’), drawing on both linguistic and 
paralinguistic resources, which S12 describes as ‘rude words’, an unsmiling 
expression and a ‘cold tone’, while neglecting to soften them with politeness formulae 
such as S12’s suggestions of ‘please’ and ‘would you mind’. Once again, the 
customer-service provider hierarchy is invoked, and it is S12’s Social Identity Face 
that primarily suffers. 
 
In yet another example, S17 reports on his experience in a restaurant, noting 
three incidents in particular. The first concerns a group of rowdy diners, whom the 
waiters did nothing about despite the apparent ‘annoyance’ of other diners. The 
second concerns the manner in which their food was served, where waiters had them 
pass down the dishes. The second concerns a waiter, who issues a response S17 
describes as ‘appalling[ly] smug’, when S17 enquires if the restaurant offers any 
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credit card discounts. The waiter’s reply is, “no we don’t – we serve hundreds of 
customers everyday”. Unlike most of the previous reports, this example contains no 
evidence of conventionalised impoliteness formulae. The impoliteness in this case, or 
what has been interpreted thus, is insinuated, rather than overt, and only becomes 
evident when juxtaposed against S17’s normative expectations. S17 makes several 
references to norms that invoke the customer-service provider hierarchy, such as the 
expectation that waiters lay the food down on the table for customers, instead of 
having them pass it down themselves. Further references are made to this hierarchy in 
the rest of his answers, where he describes the waiter’s reply about the credit card 
discount as ‘cocky’ and that ‘the place is no Shangri-la’. Putting together the waiter’s 
reply and S17’s impression of it as arrogant, S17’s interpretation of the utterance 
seems to be as such: the restaurant’s popularity means that credit card discounts are 
beneath it. S17 argues that the waiter does not ‘answer as a waiter should’, where a 
more suitable reply would be ‘no, I’m sorry’, and that it is ‘[the waiter’s] job to serve 
well and not piss off the diners’. In placing a great deal of emphasis on what he 
perceives the obligations of a waiter to be, we can conclude that the impoliteness here 
is primarily associated with Social Identity Face. The nature of the offence in this case 
is the waiter’s failure to uphold S17’s identity as valued customer, by implying that 
his patronage is not appreciated enough to warrant a reward in the form of a discount, 
or, for that matter, personal service of each dish and a tranquil dining environment. 
 
The idea of ‘professionalism’ is also occasionally invoked as a kind of 
ideological benchmark against which service providers are measured. S4 gives an 
account of an encounter with an unspecified service provider, whom he describes as 
‘unprofessional’. S4 elaborates in his report that the service provider is of ‘little 
words’, ‘messy’ and ‘impatient’, and uses a conventionalised impoliteness gesture 
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(‘rolls her eyes’) during the interaction. Interestingly, S4 repeatedly refers to himself 
in the third person as ‘the customer’, which appears to be a way of foregrounding that 
aspect of his identity, thus suggesting that it is Social Identity Face that is implicated 
here, rather than his Quality Face. Moreover, he labels both the service provider and 
the latter’s actions as ‘unprofessional’, which further suggests that the offence here 
involves an attack on S4’s identity as a customer, by a service provider who is 
perceived to have failed in upholding her professional responsibilities. The labelling 
of the service provider’s actions as unprofessional occurs as a declarative, with no 
qualification or justification offered, as though it were a bald statement of fact: ‘It was 
very unprofessional and uncalled for the service provider to roll her eyes at the 
customer’. This lends the statement normative status, which underscores the existence 
of a taken-for-granted assumption of a customer-service provider hierarchy.   
 
In a similar example, S25 discusses his encounter at a shoe store, where the 
salesperson serving him displays an ‘unwillingness’ to retrieve his requested pair of 
shoes. According to S25’s report, she communicates this stance via several hand 
gestures. S25 describes her attitude as ‘bad’ and ‘rough’. As with S4, S25 describes 
the shoe salesgirl as ‘unprofessional’. This is repeated several times in his answers to 
Questions 2, 4 and 5. By appealing to ‘professionalism’ as a kind of normative 
standard to which service providers must adhere, interactional fractures in service 
encounters, such as those brought upon by impolite stances, are typically interpreted 
in the light of what supposedly constitutes ‘professionalism’. Clearly, it is the 
salesgirl’s failure to uphold S25’s identity as valued customer that offends him, and 
consequently, aggravates his Social Identity Face. 
 
In the next example, S11 describes his encounter with a mobile phone 
salesperson who is ‘rude’ and ‘deliberately unhelpful’ when S11 makes an enquiry 
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about a mobile phone plan. S11 eventually decides to go elsewhere to obtain the 
information he needs. The customer-service provider hierarchy is once more invoked, 
making clear that it is Social Identity Face, rather than Quality Face that is at stake 
here. S11 foregrounds his status as customer in his explanation of the cause of the 
offence, stating that he expects customers to be treated ‘civi[lly], at the very least’. In 
line with these expectations, he also invokes professionalism as an ideology 
associated with the role of service provider within an interaction, the upholding of 
which he avers to exclude reactive impoliteness on the service provider’s part. 
 
The notion of ‘appropriateness’ is yet another ideology that respondents 
invoke as a means of rationalising their reactions, where appropriateness is typically 
defined in relation to norms specific to the context of the interaction. J11 describes an 
incident in a bakery he patronises, in which one of the bakers cuts in front of him in 
the queue to use the lavatory. When J11 voices his displeasure, the baker says, ‘hey, 
there are other toilets around’. J11 states that he is ‘shocked at such blatant rudeness’. 
The baker’s actions and subsequent utterance are both constitutive and indicative of a 
face-aggravating stance. While the proposition contained in the utterance is itself 
face-aggravating, since it essentially informs J11 to seek a more inconvenient 
alternative to his intended course of action, the use of the ‘hey’ (Ōi!) interjection 
communicates a degree of challenge or even a taunt, thus augmenting the attack on 
face. This incident is analysed as an attack on Social Identity Face, rather than Quality 
Face, based on the reason J11 cites for his taking offence. He states simply that ‘it’s 
inappropriate’, where ‘it’ presumably refers to the baker’s actions and subsequent 
utterance, which I have explained as constituting his stance. The labelling of the 
baker’s behaviour as inappropriate is evidence that J11 has in mind specific (if 
arbitrary) standards of appropriateness; it appears then, that J11 is drawing on 
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particular norms he perceives as relevant to this encounter that dictate the boundaries 
of appropriateness. The clue to what these norms may comprise can be found in his 
answer to Question 6, in which he states that ‘even if the customer is nasty, it is the 
service provider who is receiving the money, so he should be patient’. Like the 
participants above, J11 draws on the customer-service provider hierarchy, using the 
economic loss experienced by the customer as justification to do so. Thus, the baker’s 
face-aggravating stance implicates J11’s Social Identity Face, specifically, that which 
is derived from his identity as customer, given the incompatibility of the stance with 
these normative expectations.  
 
In another example, S20 displays a similar orientation towards outlining 
boundaries of appropriateness for service providers. In her report, she claims to be 
treated with ‘inappropriate noncha[lance]’ by a salesperson who serves others before 
serving S20, and when s/he does, s/he ‘d[oes] not look at [S20]’, uses a ‘very flat, 
toneless voice’ and has ‘no facial expression’. Although the stance adopted by the 
salesperson might be construed as an attack on S20’s Quality Face, insofar as the lack 
of investment in eye contact and intonational contouring suggests apathy, disregard or 
even contempt, the remainder of the report informs us otherwise. In explaining why 
the incident leaves her feeling out of sorts, S20 states that ‘it is inappropriate for 
service people to be anything but friendly and polite (presumably to the customer)’, 
thus invoking the customer-service provider hierarchy. Thus, S20’s Social Identity 
Face is at stake here, as a result of the perception that the situation-specific norms 
pertaining to service provider behaviour have been violated. A final point to note is 
S20’s parenthetical statement in her answer to Question 4, in which she states that her 
expectations of service providers may derive from her time spent in the UK, thus 
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demonstrating awareness for the potential for culturally-inflected nuances in 
normative expectations.  
 
Although rare, the data also comprise instances where it is the service 
provider’s Social Identity Face that appears to suffer some form of aggravation. S50 
describes in his report his experiences as a waiter and receptionist. In particular, the 
customers who leave him feeling out of sorts are those who ask many ‘unnecessary’ 
questions and ‘demand’ to see S50’s supervisor. By requesting to speak with S50’s 
superior, these customers insinuate that S50 is incapable of transmitting the service in 
question efficiently and/or effectively. This is an attack on his abilities to carry out his 
role as a service provider, and therefore his identity as one. In his response to 
Question 3, which prompts respondents to explain why they are left feeling out of 
sorts, he states that these incidents make him feel ‘as though he is not doing his job 
well’. Since the (non)-acknowledgement of one’s ability to perform one’s social roles 
constitutes one aspect of Social Identity Face, it is therefore S50’s Social Identity 
Face that suffers in his encounters with these customers. In another example, it is 
primarily the respondent’s Social Identity Face associated with her role as a bank 
officer that is aggravated. S27, who took on a part-time job in a bank during her 
school holidays, gives an account of an encounter in which she is on the receiving end 
of a customer’s anger over a recent bank policy. The customer uses a range of 
conventionalised impoliteness formulae, including threats such as, ‘you better listen’ 
and pointed criticism such as, ‘this is bullshit’.  Despite the level of aggravation 
involved, I have chosen not to analyse it as an attack against Quality Face, but Social 
Identity Face. The customer’s anger is directed at the company, as evident from his 
assertion that ‘this is a stupid bank’ and ‘I will sue this bank’, rather than the service 
provider’s (S27) personal qualities. That this analysis is accurate is all the more 
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evident from the fact that the conversation takes place over the telephone, between 
complete strangers who have had no prior interaction. Similarly, S27 responds in 
kind, making statements such as ‘I apologise on behalf of the bank’ (italics mine), 
indicating an awareness that she is acting in a mediatory, rather than a personal, 
capacity. 
 
Occasionally, more than one aspect of Social Identity Face arises as an 
interactional concern in a service encounter. In S9’s report, he discusses an incident in 
which he is served by an unspecified and ‘very rude’ service provider. The service 
provider draws on a range of resources, including Singlish conventionalised 
impoliteness formulae (‘you not happy ah’), ‘rude and annoyed’ intonation, 
‘vulgarities’ and conventionalised impoliteness gestures such as frowns and finger 
pointing. Two categories of S9’s Social Identity Face are implicated here. Firstly, that 
of valued customer – S9 explicitly invokes the customer-service provider hierarchy as 
a normative expectation when he appeals to the folk ideology that ‘the customer is 
always right’. In line with this belief, he also invokes professionalism as an ideology 
associated with the role of service provider within an interaction, the upholding of 
which he asserts should exclude the service provider’s ‘personal problems’ in the 
work domain. Secondly, that of patriotic citizen – S9 polarises locals and foreigners in 
his report, stating that foreigners have an obligation to serve locals well, thus 
engaging in an in-group versus out-group discourse. Hence, it is evident from his 
account of the incident that S9 aligns himself with both groups; the service provider’s 
stance thus attacks both these dimensions of S9’s Social Identity Face. 
 
Perhaps not unexpectedly, a number of the incidents reported by the Japanese 
participants that appear to involve Social Identity Face are concerned with the 
absence of honorific usage (J2, J3, J12, J17, J47 and J48). From their reports, it is 
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evident that these respondents perceive the use of honorifics as a meaningful way of 
indexing social distance, whether horizontal or vertical, perceived to exist between 
themselves and their interlocutors. For example, J44, who is a part-time waitress 
during the school holidays, describes her encounter with a group of drunk, older men 
who use ‘overly casual language16’ and ‘wear frivolous expression[s]’ in their 
interaction with her. J44 labels the group as ‘annoying’ (meiwakuwokakeru) and 
states that it is ‘unbecoming of a working adult to cause trouble to other people 
because he is drunk’. The cultural context in which this incident takes place has 
significant bearing on its interpretation. What appears to be at stake here is the notion 
of tachiba, which, as discussed in Chapter 3, refers to one’s role in social interactions 
or ‘social selves’. Social convention dictates that interactions between strangers 
should involve honorific, rather than plain, speech (Haugh and Obana, 2011), and 
presumably, suitably decorous facial expressions. The men’s use of ‘overly casual 
language’, or plain speech, as well as their ‘frivolous [facial] expressions’, are 
offensive because their tachiba with respect to J44 renders such behaviour 
inappropriate. Thus, the incident is an aggravation of Social Identity Face because 
J44’s social self has been violated through the men’s overly familiar stance, where the 
latter is achieved through the use of plain speech and playful expressions. This is 
further substantiated by her assertion about ‘working adult[s]’; J44 perceives the 
men’s behaviour as inappropriate, given their social roles, or tachiba, as working 
adults.  
 
However, the presence of honorifics does not necessarily translate to a 
felicitous interaction between customer and service provider, as the following two 
examples will show. In the first example, J3 describes his encounter with a server at a 
                                                 
16
 No information given of what was actually said. 
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fast food restaurant, whom he describes as ‘unsociable’ (hishakōteki). He notes that 
the server uses ‘honorific speech which is like those in a manual’, speaks in a dull 
tone of voice, does not smile and is generally devoid of facial expression. In stating 
his reason for feeling out of sorts about the server’s behaviour, he explains that ‘if [a 
service provider’s] attitude is better, both customer and worker will be happier’. This 
report calls to mind the discussion in Chapter 2 about Cameron’s (2000) study of the 
McDonaldization of language, where employers script and regulate their employee’s 
style of speech, thus managing language like a commodity. I made the observation 
that this is tantamount to controlling the stances that employees adopt in their 
interactions with customers. Thus, it is no longer enough to script the content of what 
employees say; the manner in which they give utterance to the script is also dictated 
and monitored. Given that the encounter in J3’s report concerns a fast food restaurant, 
it is likely that the server in this case is required to follow a particular script and style, 
so as to expedite the entire service encounter. Unfortunately, while the server may 
have successfully conveyed the intended propositions, through the intended 
(honorific) expressions (i.e., that which is dictated by the script), the stance he adopts 
towards those propositions does not appear to be aligned with that which suggests a 
‘good attitude’ to J3 – hence his assertion that ‘if [a service provider’s] attitude is 
better, both customer and worker will be happier’.  J3’s discontent with the 
mechanical nature of his server’s honorific speech, which is apparently delivered so 
flatly and expressionlessly that it appears to come from a ‘manual’, substantiates 
Cameron’s argument that it is no longer sufficient to be simply ‘neutrally polite and 
efficient’ (p. 335); instead, employees are expected to also demonstrate positive 
affect, such that customers feel ‘that they are not merely being served, but actively 
and individually cared for’ (p. 338). I have analysed this incident as an aggravation of 
Social Identity Face, given J3’s claim that ‘if [the service provider’s] attitude is better, 
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both customers and workers will be happier’. J3’s discussion of the impact of the 
incident foregrounds not the effect it has had on himself, but the social roles of 
customer and service provider (worker), as well as the onus on the service provider to 
adopt a ‘better attitude’. This shows that the server’s mechanical stance, which results 
in J3 labelling him as ‘unsociable’(hishakōteki), is offensive insofar as his obligation 
to adopt a positive attitude is unfulfilled. It is thus J3’s Social Identity Face that is 
aggravated in the incident. 
 
In the second example, an attack on the customer’s Social Identity Face once 
again results, despite the use of honorific speech. This example is particularly 
intriguing, because it also describes an incident involving overpoliteness. In contrast 
to the Singaporean respondents, who do not discuss overpoliteness at all, three 
Japanese respondents, J2, J7 and J12 describe how overly polite or overly friendly 
service providers leave them feeling out of sorts. The example to be discussed here is 
J2’s report of her encounter with a salesperson, whom she describes as ‘over[ly] 
polite’ (kajō ni teinei). The salesperson follows her around, and when J2 displays 
some interest in an item, starts commenting on the item. The salesperson says, with a 
smile and the use of honorifics, ‘that looks so good with your skin tone, you should 
really buy it’. When J2 declines, the salesperson presses on, saying, ‘Would you like 
to try it in another colour? We have it in blue, pink etc’. J2 closes the interaction by 
saying, ‘Please allow me to take a look at the goods and think carefully by myself’. 
 
J2’s description of the salesperson as ‘over[ly] polite’ (kajō ni teinei) is 
interesting because it is a somewhat euphemistic label for what appears to be 
harassment by the salesperson, given that her comments are both uninvited and 
persistent. A less charitable respondent might describe the salesperson as ‘irritating’ 
or ‘pesky’, rather than ‘overly polite’, which borders on being complimentary. In 
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invoking so benign a label, J2’s response may be interpreted as indicative of cultural 
variations in understandings of politeness. However, in the light of the responses to 
Questions 5 and 6 in the questionnaire, in which the Japanese respondents’ display a 
comparative readiness to justify service provider impoliteness, it is more likely that 
J2’s response is further evidence of the Japanese respondents’ higher tolerance of 
interactional ruptures in general. J2’s description of the salesperson as ‘overly polite’ 
seems to reflect an obligation towards some modicum of (linguistic) politeness on all 
occasions, even when feelings of offence are involved and one’s aggressor is not 
present.  
 
Nevertheless, the rest of J2’s report contains evidence that in spite of her 
choice of label for the perpetrator of the impoliteness incident, some degree of 
offence was clearly taken. As mentioned above in relation to Question 1 of the 
questionnaire, Culpeper (2008) observes that overpoliteness is not the same as 
impoliteness, as the former apparently does not involve any face-aggravation. I will 
attempt to show here, through an analysis of J2’s report, that contrary to Culpeper’s 
claims, overpoliteness can result in an attack on face. 
 
 Okamoto (2009) observes that the norm of honorific usage in Japanese makes 
it 'rather obvious' when an utterance is overpolite, adequately polite, or impolite. She 
posits that overpoliteness may offend because it is seen as ironic or pragmatically 
insincere, such as when honorific utterances are directed to low status addressees. 
However, in J2’s case, it appears that insincerity is not so much the cause for concern, 
as is the intrusion on J2’s personal space. Two points supporting this argument can be 
drawn from the report. Firstly, the use of honorifics by the salesperson is appropriate 
in this case, thus reducing the likelihood that irony or insincerity is perceived. 
Secondly, J2’s response, where she pleads for an opportunity to consider ‘the goods’ 
137 
 
without any interference (‘by myself’), is apposite with an attempt to emphasise 
boundaries. As with the other examples in this section, I have analysed this incident 
as one involving Social Identity Face for the following reasons. Firstly, while an 
intrusion of personal space would typically be analysed as a violation of Equity 
Rights in the Rapport Management Model, I have analysed it here as an attack on 
face, given that analyses of impoliteness in terms of rights violations merely 
paraphrases the impoliteness incident and does not explain the offence that results 
from the incident; to explain it, one would have to seek recourse in the concept of 
face. The question that remains then, is which category of face is implicated. I argue 
that it is Social Identity Face, based on evidence from J2’s report that it is her identity 
as customer, rather than identity as self, that is threatened by the salesperson’s 
overpoliteness. Like J11’s report of the rude baker, J2 labels the salesperson’s 
behaviour as ‘inappropriate’ (futekisetsuna) in her answer to Question 6; in her doing 
so, there appears to be an invocation of situation-specific norms in recounting the 
incident, and a measurement of the salesperson’s behaviour against these normative 
standards. It cannot be Quality Face that is implicated, because definitions of 
appropriateness and inappropriateness can only occur with respect to some social 
norm. Thus, an attack on Social Identity Face is the most likely category of offence in 
this particular overpoliteness incident. Altogether, J2’s report shows that, like 
impoliteness, overpoliteness can be seen to transgress boundaries of appropriateness, 
resulting in the perception that face aggravation has occurred. 
  
4.1.4b  Impoliteness incidents involving Quality Face 
 As the preceding discussion shows, there are two main characteristics defining 
the incidents that involve Quality Face. Firstly, the majority (32 of 50) of the 
responses to Form B, in which participants are required to respond as service 
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providers, comprise incidents involving some degree of Quality Face. I attributed this 
to a divergence in the types of norms respondents draw on to justify their 
interpretations of an impoliteness event, where the customer group of respondents 
tends towards norms ostensibly relating to the role obligations of a service provider, 
while the service provider group shows an (understandably) lower inclination towards 
invoking such norms, choosing instead to invoke those pertaining to interpersonal 
relations. Secondly, the proportion of incidents involving Quality Face, as opposed to 
Social Identity Face, is higher for the Japanese respondents than for the Singaporean 
respondents, a finding which I hypothesised may be an indication of kiasu-ism, where 
speakers with this trait tend to view the service encounter in terms of a customer-
service provider hierarchy. In contrast, speakers lacking this trait may view the 
service encounter on a more personal level, thus displaying a tendency to interpret 
interactional ruptures in terms of Quality Face, as the next three examples will show.  
 
Beginning with one of the Singaporean cases, S7 describes her displeasure 
with a housing agent who remains unapologetic despite reneging on what he had 
apparently promised S7, instead causing S7 to feel as though she has been too 
demanding. Unlike the reports discussed above, which display clear orientations 
towards Social Identity Face, no mention is made here of the obligations or 
responsibilites associated with the service provider’s role, or of the entitlements 
associated with the customer’s, thus excluding Social Identity Face as relevant to the 
incident. Instead, only Quality Face is logically implicated, as can be seen from her 
report, where she discusses transgressions that can pertain to any type of encounter, 
whether personal or professional, private or public. In particular, she discusses the 
presumed importance of keeping one’s word, and highlights the agent’s failure to 
show any remorse despite breaking his promises to S7. In interpreting his offending 
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stance, S7 reports drawing on a combination of resources, including a) linguistic, 
where the agent defends himself with, ‘isn’t this good enough’, b) intonational, where 
the agent uses a ‘carefree tone’ and c) physical, where the agent’s facial expression is 
one of maintained innocence. As can be seen from her repeated emphasis on his 
refusal to offer an apology, it this somewhat defiant stance that primarily aggravates 
S7’s Quality Face, rather than the broken promises.   
 
 Turning now to an example from a Japanese respondent, J37, a salesman in his 
free time, reports his encounter with a customer he describes as ‘unreasonable’ 
(rifujin). Despite a number of signs located around the store forbidding customers 
from trying on sale items, the customer in question approaches J37 and states that she 
wishes to do so. J37 replies that company policy forbids this, and points to the signs 
around. The customer then ‘shoves’ the clothes into J37’s arms, and says in a ‘fierce 
and strict’ tone, ‘What is wrong with this shop? I’m not coming here again’. J37 
responds by apologising profusely. In this incident, the customer’s face-aggravating 
stance, which J37 highlights in his report, comprises a conventionalised impoliteness 
expression. In English, the interrogative construction ‘What is wrong with ___?’, 
where ___ is typically occupied by a (pro)nominal item denoting either the addressee 
or something associated with the addressee, has become conventionalised for 
impoliteness effects across many contexts. Checks with a number of native Japanese 
speakers reveal this to be the case in Japanese as well. While ___ dō shita no? (gloss: 
What is the matter with ___?) is the more politic form, ___ nan'nano? (gloss: What is 
it with ___? ) is typically associated with terse situations, thereby rendering it more 
open to interpretations of impoliteness. Like the incident above, this incident is 
treated as an instance of Quality Face aggravation, because of the absence of 
references to any social roles or identities in J37’s discussion of why the incident left 
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him feeling out of sorts. Instead, the discussion takes place along a personal 
dimension, with J37 stating, ‘I don’t understand why the person is angry with me. It 
isn’t something that one needs to get angry about’. Note the absence of references to 
any social role or identity in the statement. The interactional roles that he does refer 
to, as denoted by the deitic lexemes, are personal rather than social in nature. Thus, 
the customer’s perceived impolite stance counters J37’s desire for ratification of his 
personal qualities, i.e., it aggravates his Quality Face. 
 
 In another example of an incident involving Quality Face from a Japanese 
respondent, J29 describes an incident with a customer at the horse stables he works at 
over each semester break. J29 labels the customer in question as ‘insensitive’ (hijō), 
for walking into him without so much as an apology. In the rather comical account of 
the incident, J29 describes how he is ‘existing in a spot’ when the middle-aged 
customer walks right into him ‘like a video game character who keeps moving his feet 
into an immovable object’. In explaining why he was left feeling out of sorts, J29 
states that the lack of an apology from the customer made him feel as though ‘[he] 
does not exist’. This incident implicates J29’s Quality Face, given his interpretation of 
the customer’s actions as a denial of the very basis of J29’s self. J29’s reaction 
towards the absence of an apology calls to mind the discussion in Section 3.3.2, 
regarding the observation that silence is frequently perceived as undesirable and 
impolite (Leech, 1983), given the absence of what is ‘conventionally anticipated’ 
(Sifianou, 1997:79). In this instance, the customer’s silence is perceived as a flout of a 
particular normative expectation – the expectation of an apology is left unfulfilled. 
This incident may, in fact, constitute an even more serious attack on Quality Face 
than the two discussed above. If Quality Face comprises the desire for our personal 
qualities to receive positive evaluation, the customer’s perceived flout, in his refusal 
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to acknowledge J29’s presence both physically and verbally, is no mere opposition of 
this desire, but rather, a rejection of the very existence of these qualities. The incident 
leaves him feeling less than human, as is evident from his equating himself to ‘an 
immovable object’ (fudō no buttai). 
4.1.4c  Impoliteness incidents involving Social Identity Face and Quality Face 
On a number of other occasions however, the reported impoliteness incident 
seems to orientate towards both Quality Face and Social Identity Face.  For example, 
S36, a library officer, reports receiving verbal and physical abuse from a patron who 
is apparently unhappy at what he sees as S36’s rigidity in enforcing the library’s 
borrowing rules. The patron draws on a wide range of both verbal and non-verbal 
conventionalised formulae to communicate a hostile and occasionally threatening 
stance. According to S36’s report, the verbal formulae include persistent questions, 
complaints about library staff who refuse to bend the rules, criticism directed at 
Singaporeans who lack an interest in arts (S36 does not state his precise words) and 
boasts about his status (he says, ‘do you know who I am?’). The conventionalised 
physical impoliteness formulae include repeated ‘finger jab[bing]’ and ‘pul[ling] [of] 
[her] name tag’, while some conventionalised paralinguistic formulae, including 
raised and angry tones, were also used. While some of the abuse is clearly directed at 
S36’s personal qualities, with the patron explicitly stating his displeasure with her 
attitude, and his intention to take action against her, he also attacks her Social Identity 
Face by stating his dislike for library staff and Singaporeans who inform him that ‘we 
have to abide by the rules’. In other words, in line with the definition of Social 
Identity Face aggravation in this thesis (see Section 2.1.3b), he adopts a stance that 
counters the desire for ratification of individuals related to S36, which, in this case, 
consist of fellow citizens and library staff. With regard to the physical abuse, which 
comprises the patron coming into direct physical contact with S36 and employing 
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conventionalised impoliteness gestures in the interaction, I have chosen to analyse it 
as an attack on Quality Face, rather than a violation of Equity Rights, as would be the 
case in the Rapport Management Model. While such actions are indeed an intrusion 
on S36’s personal space, and thereby a violation of her Equity Rights, the primary 
communicative consequence of these actions, which is, after all, the concern of 
(im)politeness research, is the conveying of animosity, which implies a direct attack 
on the addressee’s Quality Face. Thus, in this case, both Social Identity Face and 
Quality Face are implicated in the impoliteness incident.  
 
In the next example of an impoliteness incident involving both Quality Face 
and Social Identity Face, S8 reports her encounter with an ‘unreasonable’ salesgirl 
who rebukes S8 for not purchasing something after enquiring about its price. The 
salesgirl uses conventionalised Singlish impoliteness formulae, delivered in a ‘harsh, 
condescending, belittling’ tone, as well as conventionalised impoliteness gestures, 
including frowning and turning away. The exact words she uses are, “don’t want to 
buy, then don’t ask for the price. Waste my time,” In her report, S8 defines the 
parameters of ‘normal customer behaviour’ and service provider behaviour in a 
‘crisis’, thus alluding to the customer-service provider hierarchy. With regard to the 
former, she states that customers are acting well within their rights when they enquire 
about the price of a product. As for the latter, she states that it is the responsibility of 
the service provider to keep calm when a customer is unhappy, so that the customer 
will eventually ‘mirror’ this and calm down. From these references to the 
asymmetrical distribution of rights and responsibilities across the two roles, it appears 
that it is her social identity as customer, and hence her Social Identity Face, that is of 
primary concern here. However, I argue that Quality Face is also implicated, as she 
makes reference to the embarrassment she feels as a result of the exchange. 
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According to S8, her embarrassment stems from the presence of other customers in 
the shop. This brings to mind the discussion in Chapter 2, concerning Haugh’s (2010) 
observation about the imagined evaluations of a hypothetical audience in an 
impoliteness incident. His argument is reproduced here:  
[I]n evaluating a speaker’s behaviour as impolite or offensive, it is arguably not 
the (attribution of the) speaker’s intentions per se that are necessarily crucial, but 
rather the speaker’s behaviour with respect to how the recipient thinks others 
would (or should) evaluate such behaviour (as impolite, offensive and so on) 
(P.11) 
 
Thus, the attack on Social Identity Face becomes an attack on Quality Face, because 
the initial attack is witnessed by by-standers that S8 holds in some regard, insofar as 
S8 prefers them not to bear witness to the attack on her Social Identity Face. In this 
way, both Quality and Social Identity Face are implicated in the impoliteness 
incident. 
 
At times however, the category of face implicated in the impoliteness incident 
is not always clear, as the following example will show. J7 reports her encounter with 
a door-to-door salesperson, who tries to sell her an item in a manner she describes as 
‘pushy’ (atsukamashī). The salesperson speaks to her in an ‘overly-familiar’ (shitashī) 
and ‘harassing’ (shitsukoku) way, and neglects to use honorifics. She attributes the 
cause of her discomfort from the encounter to the experience of being ‘forcibly told to 
buy something [she] do[es] not need’.  In the Rapport Management Model, this 
incident would undoubtedly be anlysed as a violation of Equity Rights, given the 
imposition the salesperson places on J7 in his attempts to close a sale. However, as 
mentioned in several places above, while not inaccurate, such an analysis lacks depth, 
in that it merely describes what has transpired, but does not explain the impact of the 
event, which is, after all, the chief concern in impoliteness research. Thus, it is to the 
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concepts of Quality and Social Identity Face that the analyst must turn. On the one 
hand, one may analyse the incident as an attack on Quality Face, given that there is no 
explicit mention of any social roles or identities, or the invocation of norms relating to 
either of the two. On the other hand, it may also be analsyed as an attack on Social 
Identity Face, if one assumes that her displeasure towards his overly-familiar speech 
and the absence of honorific usage arises not just from his status as complete stranger, 
but also from his status as service provider, where occupants of the latter role are 
expected to acknowledge their tachiba relative to the customer through the use of 
honorific utterances. Unfortunately, there is insufficient information in the report for a 
definite conclusion to be reached, so I will simply list this incident in Table 4.1 
(Appendix C) as an attack on Quality/Social Identity Face (Q/SI Face). 
 
Altogether, the preceding discussion provides evidence for the claim that a 
theory of impoliteness should concern itself only with issues of face, and not with 
those of rights. By treating impoliteness as a result of rights violations, one is 
ultimately only focusing on half the picture, since an analysis in terms of rights only 
provides a (more technical) way of describing offending stances. It is only through an 
analysis in terms of face that one can account for what is communicated via a 
particular stance, leading to the activation of an impoliteness attitude. The wholesale 
incorporation of the categories of Equity Rights and Association Rights, along with 
the two categories of face, from the Rapport Management Model to explain 
impoliteness is one shortcoming of theories like Culpeper (2011). 
 
On the whole, the two questionnaires prove very insightful where the 
normative expectations of the informants from each country are concerned. Where the 
Singaporean group is concerned, impoliteness in the service encounter is not readily 
tolerated, given the perception that service providers are expected to maintain 
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consistent standards of service, even in view of factors (such as reactive impoliteness) 
that, in other contexts, may be considered mitigatory. Customer impoliteness, on the 
other hand, appears more easily rationalised, with reference to particular individual, 
communal, and/or societal norms. Moreover, most informants, whether responding to 
the questionnaire in the role of customer or service provider, appear to share these 
views. Thus, the influence of the customer service script discussed above, in which 
the relationship between customer and service provider is largely perceived to be 
characterised by an asymmetrical set of obligations and entitlements, appears to be 
over-arching for the Singaporean respondents. In contrast, most of the Japanese 
respondents show a greater tolerance towards both service provider impoliteness and 
customer impoliteness, making allowances for either on account of ‘bad days’ and 
reactive impoliteness. In comparison with the Singaporean group, a larger proportion 
of the Japanese respondents also choose to discuss the service encounter with 
reference to the personal identities of the interlocutors, rather than their social roles. 
Together, these findings suggest that the customer service script poses less of an 
influence on interpretations of impoliteness for the Japanese respondents. I 
hypothesised that this difference in findings between the two groups can be attributed 
to kiasu-ism, a largely Singaporean trait that, in the service encounter, may result in 
even more pronounced customer demands and expectations of customer entitlement 
and privilege. Let us turn now to examine the data from the rating scale exercise, to 
gain insight into how interactions between norms, such as those discussed here, and 







4.2 Rating Scale 
4.2.1 Tasks 1 to 4 
In this exercise, the responses of the same 100 participants from the 
Questionnaire task are used. While both individual and group scores are considered, 
the discussion in this section mostly references the mean ratings across each 
nationality. Unlike the previous task, the responses from those who’ve had experience 
in the service industry are not separated from those who have, as the difference in 
ratings between these two groups were not significant (p<0.31; z =-1.42) in this task. 
Looking at the ratings for the Singaporeans versus those of the Japanese, the 
Singaporean data generally show impoliteness to be in an inverse relationship with 
power and a direct relationship with social distance, while the Japanese data show a 
more complex relationship between the three variables. Unlike the Singaporean data, 
the Japanese data suggests that power and distance do not affect perceptions of 
impoliteness in a predictable fashion; i.e., in a manner that previous studies on 
impoliteness have established. I will discuss the findings from each section of the 
rating scale exercise in turn, before examining the above observations. To ensure that 
the results are meaningful, the significance in the differences in values between the 
two groups is calculated using a two-tailed t-test. In a t-test, which is a statistical 
comparison of two population means, the aim is to ascertain the probability that the 
null hypothesis is false, i.e., that the results obtained are not due to random chance. 
The level of significance is 5%, where the null hypothesis is rejected in tests that 
result in p-values lower than or equal to this level. Thus, in tests where p < 0.05, the 
probability that the patterns found in my data is meaningful is high. 
 
Looking first at the context-free impoliteness ratings of the five speech acts in 
the first task, the speech act with the highest impoliteness ratings is, I don’t have all 
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day you know, while the speech act with the lowest ratings is, could you speak up. 
This is true for respondents from both Singapore and Japan. The following figure 
illustrates the mean ratings of each speech act for each group of respondents, where 
the letters A to E denote each of the following five speech acts respectively: Could 
you speak up; that is incorrect; you’re not listening; I don’t have all day you know 
and the act of silence. The yellow columns represent the ratings by the Japanese 







Figure 4.2.1a: Impoliteness Ratings of Speech Acts 
 
As discussed above, Speech Act D, I don’t have all day you know, receives the 
highest mean impoliteness ratings, while Speech Act A, Could you speak up, receives 
the lowest across both Singaporean and Japanese respondents. Moreover, this trend is 
reflected in the subsequent tasks – of the five constructed scenarios involving each of 
the five expressions as a verbal prompt, the impoliteness ratings for scenarios 
involving I don’t have all day you know and could you speak up are the highest and 
lowest respectively. The figure also shows that the act of silence receives the third 
highest ratings. This is in line with the discussions in Sections 3.3.2 and 4.1.3, 














concerning the observation that silence is occasionally perceived as undesirable and 
impolite (Leech, 1983), given that what is ‘conventionally anticipated’ (Sifianou, 
1997:79) is not realised.  
 
A further point to note is that, while the impoliteness ratings of the five speech 
acts follow the same trajectory across both groups of respondents, most of the mean 
impoliteness ratings of the Japanese respondents are at least half a point lower than 
those of the Singaporean respondents, except for the two speech acts with the highest 
impoliteness ratings, I don’t have all day you know and you’re not listening, where 
the ratings for these speech acts are largely similar for both groups of respondents. 
Moreover, this trend is observed throughout the rest of the exercise; the impoliteness 
ratings in the remaining tasks are at least 0.5 points lower for the Japanese 
respondents, except in cases where I don’t have all day you know and you’re not 
listening are involved, where the presence of these speech acts seem to result in more 
equal ratings across both groups of respondents. Thus, when comparing the 
significance in the difference between the two populations, the difference in values 
for Speech Acts C and D are less significant than the difference in values for the other 
three speech acts (F(1, 8) = 38.58, p = 0.000256 .  
 
In the second task, respondents are first asked to select the more powerful 
party in the service provider-customer relationship. The figure below shows the 








Figure 4.2.1b: Distribution of Power in the Service Encounter 
 
 
Within the Singaporean group, 37 select the Customer, five the Service Provider and 
the remaining eight select the equally powerful option. Within the Japanese group, 29 
select the Customer, nine the Service Provider and the remaining 12 select the equally 
powerful option. Thus, a sizable majority from both groups of respondents consider 
the Customer as more powerful than the Service Provider in the service encounter. 
This is in line with the findings from the written questionnaire task, in which many 
respondents, even those who have experience in the service sector, invoke the 
customer-service provider hierarchy as a norm to justify their feelings of offense from 
perceived impoliteness in the service encounter.  
 
In the same task, respondents are asked to rate the five categories of service 
providers in terms of authoritativeness. The figure below illustrates the mean 
authoritativeness ratings of each category of Service Provider across each group of 
respondents. The yellow columns represent the ratings by the Japanese respondents, 


















Figure 4.2.1c: Authoritativeness Ratings of Service Provider 
 
The category of Doctor receives the highest ratings from both Singaporean and 
Japanese respondents, Call Centre Agent and Waiter jointly receive the lowest ratings 
from the Singaporean respondents and Waiter receives the lowest ratings from the 
Japanese respondents. Librarian and Computer Repairman share roughly similar 
ratings, with a difference of only 0.06 points between the two. Thus, given the 
assumption that authoritativeness is the means by which power is operationalised in 
this task, it appears that within the five categories of service providers, doctors are 
perceived as wielding the most power, while waiters, and call centre agents to a lesser 
extent, are perceived as wielding the least.  
 
In the third task, respondents are given five pairs of scenarios involving 
interactions between each of the five categories of service providers and their 
respective customers, and asked to rate the same five expressions from the first task 
when they are used as verbal prompts delivered by the imaginary Service Provider. 
The scenarios within each pair differ only in terms of the relationship between the 
hypothetical interactants, i.e., Close Friends versus Complete Strangers. The data 
obtained in this task show the effects of context on the interpretation of a face-
aggravating stance as impoliteness. Where all five speech acts received at least an 
impoliteness rating of 1.4 in the first task, indicating a somewhat neutral opinion, 
their ratings in this task vary between a 0, indicating the complete absence of 












impoliteness, and a 4, indicating a high level of impoliteness. The ratings appear to 
vary according to the perceived status of the hypothetical participants in the 
constructed scenarios, and the perceived social distance between them. While this 
looks to be a general trend, finer differences can be found amongst respondents of the 
two countries. The figures below illustrate the Singaporean respondents’ mean ratings 
for each Service Provider category, for both the Close Friends and Complete 
Strangers scenarios. The letters A to E denote each of the five verbal prompts, while 
the numbers 1 and 2 denote the scenarios involving Close Friends and Complete 
Strangers respectively. Each column represents the mean impoliteness ratings by the 
Singaporean respondents of a verbal prompt produced by the Service Provider. The 
magenta columns represent the ratings for scenarios involving Complete Strangers, 
while the blue columns represent the ratings for scenarios involving Close Friends. In 
general, the figures show a consistent upward trend across all five verbal prompts, as 
one moves from Doctor on the left, to Waiter on the right. Furthermore, the magenta 
columns are generally taller than the blue columns, showing that the scenarios 
involving Complete Strangers are rated more impolite than those involving Close 
Friends.  
Figure 4.2.1d: Service Provider Impoliteness Ratings (Singapore) 
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B: That is incorrect 
 
C: You’re not listening 
 









Thus, the responses from the Singaporean group show fairly predictable 
trends, with impoliteness inversely correlating with authoritativeness, and directly 
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category is the lowest across all five verbal prompts, with the exception of could you 
speak up, in which the Doctor category ties with the Waiter category for third lowest. 
With regard to this prompt, the impoliteness ratings for the Call Centre Agent 
category is lowest, a consequence, perhaps, of respondents’ considerations of the 
interactional medium. The converse is true for the other four prompts, where the 
impoliteness ratings for either the Call Centre Agent category or Waiter category are 
the highest. In terms of closeness, the impoliteness ratings for the scenarios involving 
Close Friends are consistently and significantly lower than those involving Complete 
Strangers across all five verbal prompts (F(1, 48) = 20.22, p = 0.0000436).  
 
Turning now to the data from the Japanese respondents, while some 
similarities with the Singaporean data can be observed, the two sets of data show 
generally distinct trends. The figures below illustrate the Japanese respondents’ mean 
ratings for each verbal prompt across the five Service Provider categories. As before, 
the letters A to E denote each of the five verbal prompts, while the numbers 1 and 2 
denote the scenarios involving Close Friends and Complete Strangers respectively. 
Each column represents the mean impoliteness ratings by the Japanese respondents of 
a verbal prompt produced by the Service Provider. The magenta columns represent 
the ratings for scenarios involving Complete Strangers, while the blue columns 
represent the ratings for scenarios involving Close Friends. The figures show that only 
scenarios C2 and D2 are similar to the Singaporean data, in which a general upward 
trend is involved as one moves from Doctor on the left to Waiter on the right. The 
impoliteness ratings for these two scenarios are also at least 1 point higher than the 
ratings for the other scenarios. Note also that the difference in ratings for the scenarios 
involving Complete Strangers (magenta columns) and for those involving Close 
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Friends (blue columns) is much higher than that in the Singaporean data (F(1, 48) = 
10.83, p = 0.001873). 
 
Figure 4.2.1e: Service Provider Impoliteness Ratings (Japan) 
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Like the Singaporean data for the Service Provider impoliteness ratings, the 
Japanese respondents’ ratings for the scenarios involving Close Friends are overall 
lower than those involving Complete Strangers across all five prompts. However, 
unlike the Singaporean data, Service Provider authoritativeness does not seem to have 
a noticeable effect on the degree of impoliteness perceived in all of the scenarios 
involving Close Friends – no one category of Service Provider emerges as 
consistently the most or least impolite. The ratings for the scenarios involving 
Complete Strangers appear similarly unaffected by the perceived authoritativeness of 
the service providers, but with two notable exceptions. In the scenarios where I don’t 
have all day you know and you’re not listening serve as the verbal prompt, i.e. 
scenarios C2 and D2, the Japanese respondents’ impoliteness ratings resemble those 
of the Singaporean respondents; the impoliteness ratings for each Service Provider 
category correspond inversely with the authoritativeness rankings of the Service 
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Provider categories. Note that the two expressions in question received the highest 
impoliteness ratings in the first task. Thus, the presence of these apparently hyper-
impolite speech acts seems to serve as a trigger for respondents to factor in 
authoritativeness in their evaluations of impoliteness. In the scenarios involving the 
use of these two expressions as prompts, there is a direct mapping between the 
authoritativeness rankings of the service providers and the impoliteness ratings of 
their utterances: the Doctor category receives the lowest impoliteness scores, and the 
Waiter category receives the highest.  
 
 In the fourth task, respondents are given the same five pairs of scenarios, but 
are now asked to conduct impoliteness ratings for the verbal prompts when they are 
delivered by the respective customers of each Service Provider category. As with the 
previous task, the data show the effects of context on perceptions of impoliteness. The 
likelihood that each of the five expressions is labelled as impolite appears to vary 
according to the perceived status of the hypothetical participants in the constructed 
scenarios, and the perceived social distance between them. An expression may receive 
a ‘0’ rating in some of the scenarios, but a ‘3’ or ‘4’ in others.  
 
The first five figures below illustrate the Singaporean respondents’ mean 
ratings for the customers of each Service Provider category for both Close Friends 
and Complete Strangers scenarios. The letters F to J denote each of the five verbal 
prompts. Each column represents the mean impoliteness ratings by the Singaporean 
respondents of a verbal prompt produced by the Customer. The magenta columns 
represent the ratings for scenarios involving Complete Strangers, while the blue 
columns represent the ratings for scenarios involving Close Friends. In contrast to the 
scenarios in which the Service Provider utters the verbal prompt, these figures show a 
general downward trend going from Doctor on the left to Waiter on the right. As 
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before, these figures show that the impoliteness ratings for the scenarios involving 
Complete Strangers (magenta columns) are higher than for those involving Close 
Friends (blue columns). 
 
Figure 4.2.1f: Customer Impoliteness Ratings (Singapore) 
F: Could you speak up 
 
 
G: That is incorrect 
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Again, the findings from the Singaporean data are fairly straightforward: the 
more authoritative the Service Provider is perceived to be, the more impolite the 
Customer is deemed to be in adopting a face-attacking stance in the interaction. This 
is the inverse of what was observed in the task above. Thus, the impoliteness ratings 
for customers of the Doctor category are the highest, while those for customers of the 
Waiter or Call Centre Agent categories are the lowest. And, as with the task above, 
the impoliteness ratings of the prompts for customers in scenarios involving Close 
Friends are significantly lower than those involving Complete Strangers (F(1, 48) = 
9.03, p = 0.004211).  
 
The next five graphs show the differences between the Singaporeans’ mean 
ratings for Task 3 and those of Task 4, i.e. the juxtaposition of the overall Service 
Provider ratings with the overall Customer ratings. The letters F to J denote the same 
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the Service Provider, while those in F to J are delivered by the Customer. The 
columns in blue show the difference obtained from subtracting the mean Service 
Provider ratings from the mean Customer ratings for scenarios involving Close 
Friends, while the columns in magenta show the difference obtained from subtracting 
the mean Customer ratings from the mean Service Provider ratings for scenarios 
involving Complete Strangers. All the columns fall within the positive range, showing 
that the majority of the Singaporean respondents consistently give the prompts 
delivered by the Customer lower ratings than that by the Service Provider, across all 
categories of service providers and across all five verbal prompts. Note that the 
difference in values is also significant (F(1, 48) = 8.67, p = 0.000202222). 
Furthermore, the magenta columns are generally higher than the blue columns, 
showing that within the matrix of face-aggravating possibilities discussed here, the 
permutation involving Complete Stranger-Service Provider as aggressor, as opposed 
to that involving Close Friend-Customer, generally receives the highest impoliteness 
ratings. Along with the findings from the above tasks, this shows that hypothesised 
power and distance are important considerations for the Singaporean respondents in 












Figure 4.2.1g: Difference between Service Provider & Customer Impoliteness Ratings 
(Singapore) 
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In contrast, the Japanese data for Task 4 show less clearly visible trends. The 
figures below illustrate the mean ratings by the Japanese respondents for the 
customers of each Service Provider category, for scenarios involving both Close 
Friends and Complete Strangers. Each column represents the mean impoliteness 
ratings by the respondents of a verbal prompt produced by the Customer. The 
magenta columns represent the ratings for scenarios involving Complete Strangers, 
while the blue columns represent the ratings for scenarios involving Close Friends. As 
is the case with the Service Provider impoliteness ratings in Task 3, only scenarios H2 
and I2, which involve the two verbal prompts with the highest impoliteness ratings, 
show a resemblance to the Singaporean data, in which a general downward trend is 
observed from left to right. In the other figures, the only observable trend is that the 
ratings for the scenarios involving Complete Strangers (magenta columns) are 
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significantly higher than the ratings for the scenarios involving Close Friends (blue 
columns) (F(1, 48) = 9.59, p = 0.00326). 
 
Figure 4.2.1h: Customer Impoliteness Ratings (Japan) 
 

















































Thus, like the findings from the Japanese data in Task 3, only scenarios 
involving a) Complete Strangers and b) I don’t have all day you know and you’re not 
listening as prompts, i.e. Scenarios H2 and I2, show the potentially stratifying effects 
of the authoritativeness perceived as associated with each category of Service 
Provider. In these scenarios, the impoliteness ratings resemble those of the 
Singaporean respondents, where the prompts of the Customer of the Doctor category 
is consistently given the highest ratings, while the prompts of the Customer of either 
Waiter or Call Centre Agent are consistently given the lowest. In contrast, like the 
findings with respect to the Service Provider impoliteness ratings in Task 3, the 
Customer ratings in scenarios involving Close Friends in this task appear impervious 
to the effects of perceived service provider authoritativeness. In these scenarios, there 
appears to be an absence of meaningful variation in the ratings amongst the different 
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Further divergences between the Singaporean and Japanese data are revealed 
when the Japanese ratings for the Customer are compared with those for the Service 
Provider, i.e. when Task 3 and Task 4 are compared. The figures below illustrate the 
difference in the Japanese respondents’ mean ratings between the Customer and 
Service Provider categories. As before, the letters F to J denote the same five verbal 
prompts as the letters A to E, but the prompts in A to E are delivered by the Service 
Provider, while those in F to J are delivered by the Customer. The columns in blue 
show the difference obtained from subtracting the mean Customer ratings from the 
mean Service Provider ratings for scenarios involving Close Friends, while the 
columns in magenta show the difference obtained from subtracting the mean 
Customer ratings from the mean Service Provider ratings for scenarios involving 
Complete Strangers. The figures show that with the exception of C/H2 and D/I2, the 
difference between the Service Provider and Customer impoliteness ratings fall within 
the negative range, and ranges from -0.5 to 0.77. This contrasts with the Singaporean 
data, in which the difference between the ratings remains above the zero line in all 
cases, and ranges from 0.1 to 2.32. This shows that except for scenarios C/H2 and 
D/I2, the Japanese respondents do not rate the Service Provider as significantly more 
impolite than the Customer; in fact, on many occasions, it is the Customer who 










Figure 4.2.1i: Difference between Service Provider and Customer Impoliteness Ratings (Japan) 
A/F: Could you speak up 
  
 
B/G: That is incorrect 
 
 






















call centre agent waiter 









call centre agent waiter 
















Thus, when the Japanese data from Tasks 3 and 4 are compared, most of the 
prompts associated with the Customer receive ratings that are either higher than, or 
largely similar
17
 to those associated with the Service Provider, which contrasts with 
the Singaporean data, in which there is a tendency for the Service Provider to receive 
higher impoliteness ratings than the Customer, across all five verbal prompts. There 
are, however, two scenarios which counter this trend in the Japanese data. These are 
again the two scenarios where the prompts involved are I don’t have all day you know 
and you’re not listening, and the imaginary interlocutors are Complete Strangers 
within both the Customer and Service Provider categories, i.e., Scenarios C/H2 and 
D/I2. In these scenarios, the Customer receives ratings that are significantly lower 
                                                 
17
 Variations mostly range between 0.01 and 0.10 – an insignificant level, given that the other 
asymmetries noted in this section involve at least a 0.5 variation. 
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than those of the Service Provider; this is fully in line with the general trends 
observed in the Singaporean data. Overall, the significance of the difference in 
Customer and Service Provider ratings for Scenarios C/H and D/I  is much higher 
than the significance of that for the other three pairs of scenarios F(1, 48) = 21.19, p = 
0.0000306 .  
  
 The Japanese data also differ from the Singaporean data with respect to the 
difference in the impoliteness ratings for scenarios involving Close Friends and for 
those involving Complete Strangers, but only in terms of degree. The figures below 
illustrate the differences in the mean ratings of the two categories across both groups 
of respondents and across all scenarios. Each column represents the difference 
obtained from subtracting the ratings for Close Friends from the ratings for Complete 
Strangers. The turquoise columns represent the difference in the mean ratings by the 
Japanese respondents, while the fuchsia columns represent the difference in the mean 
ratings by the Singaporean respondents. The columns all fall within the positive 
range, thus showing that respondents from both groups give the category of Complete 
Strangers higher impoliteness ratings than that of Close Friends across all scenarios. 
However, the turquoise columns, representing the Japanese data, are more frequently 
of greater height than the fuchsia columns, which represent the Singaporean data. 
This shows that the Japanese respondents display a significantly more pronounced 
inclination towards giving higher impoliteness ratings for the scenarios involving 
Complete Strangers than for those involving Close Friends, in comparison with their 







Figure 4.2.1j: Difference between Stranger & Friend Impoliteness Ratings (Service Provider) 
 
A: Could you speak up 
  
 




C: You’re not listening 
 
 














































Figure 4.2.1k: Difference between Stranger & Friend Impoliteness Ratings (Customer) 
 
 
F: Could you speak up 
 







































H: You’re not listening 
 














































Thus, the overall impoliteness ratings of the verbal prompts in the scenarios involving 
Close Friends is generally lower than those involving Complete Strangers for both 
Singaporean and Japanese respondents, but this difference is vastly more pronounced 
for the Japanese group. It appears then, that closeness is a more influential factor in 
evaluations of impoliteness for the Japanese respondents than the Singaporean 
respondents.  
 
Overall, the Singaporean data are a testament to the dominance of the ‘norms’ 
characterising the service encounter, in which customer entitlement and privilege are 
presumed. This data also support the definition of impoliteness suggested in this 
thesis, in which it is postulated that impoliteness is inextricably tied with perceptions 
of power and distance between interlocutors. The Singaporean data show that face-
attacking stances are more likely to be evaluated as impolite if one’s interlocutor is 
perceived as being socially distant and of a lower status. The same stance may be 
interpreted as not impolite in one scenario, but very impolite in another, when 
adjustments to the values of distance and power are made. The hypothetical customer, 
which the majority of the Singaporean respondents deem more powerful than the 
hypothetical service provider, is generally allowed more latitude in flouting norms of 















that is associated with a form of institutionally accredited expertise and knowledge is 
judged less harshly than others for these violations of politeness norms. Thus, 
respondents show a tendency to not only rank the Doctor category highly on the 
authoritativeness scale, but also display less of an inclination towards interpreting 
their face-attacking stances as impoliteness. On this note, the impoliteness ratings for 
the Librarian category closely resemble those for the Doctor category in some of the 
constructed scenarios. Although they do not enjoy the same degree of credential-
based power that ‘professionals’ such as doctors ostensibly do, librarians wield a 
certain degree of Legitimate Power (French and Raven, 1959) in their role as 
custodian and gate-keeper. And for many of the respondents, this role may well be a 
factor in their considerations of the distribution of rights to face-aggravating stances 
between library patron and librarian. Thus, the Singaporean data provide strong 
support for the hypothesis concerning social distance, power and impoliteness in 
Section 2.1.3c, in which it was argued that hostile stances are less likely to be labelled 
as impolite if they are directed downwards from a position of higher power, or occur 
within socially intimate relationships.  
 
The Japanese data, however, give pause for thought – the above hypotheses 
are only partially supported. While perceived closeness does appear to impact 
evaluations of impoliteness in the same manner for both groups of respondents, there 
are three major differences in the rest of the data. Firstly, as discussed above, in the 
scenarios involving Close Friends, the varying levels of authoritativeness perceived as 
associated with the different categories of Service Provider seem to have no visible 
impact on the impoliteness ratings for both the Service Provider and Customer 
categories. Similarly, in the scenarios involving Complete Strangers, Service Provider 
authoritativeness seems to have little bearing on the degree of impoliteness perceived, 
173 
 
except in the scenarios where I don’t have all day you know and you’re not listening 
feature as prompts. Secondly, in direct contrast with the Singaporean data, scenarios 
where the Customer is the perpetrator of the face-attack generally receive higher or 
similar impoliteness ratings as scenarios where the Service Provider is the perpetrator, 
with the exception, once again, of those scenarios involving Complete Strangers as 
interlocutors and I don’t have all day you know and you’re not listening as verbal 
prompts. In these scenarios, the impoliteness ratings of the Japanese respondents 
resemble those of their Singaporean counterparts, in that the ratings of the utterances 
associated with the most and least authoritative Service Provider categories tend to 
comprise opposing ends of the impoliteness scale, and the ratings of the utterances 
associated with the Customer tend to be lower than those associated with the Service 
Provider.  
 
It appears then, that status or power may be a weaker variable than social 
distance for the Japanese, where impoliteness is concerned. The Japanese data from 
Tasks 3 and 4 show that social closeness renders negligible the effects of perceived 
authoritativeness on evaluations of impoliteness. Furthermore, the overall 
impoliteness ratings for all the scenarios involving Close Friends are significantly 
lower than for those involving Complete Strangers, especially when comparisons to 
the Singaporean data are made. In contrast, the relationship between impoliteness and 
power is far more tenuous for the Japanese group than for the Singaporean 
respondents. The categories of Service Provider they rank as more authoritative do 
not necessarily receive lower impoliteness ratings than those categories they rank less 
authoritative, and vice versa. And, while most of the Japanese respondents rate the 
Customer as more powerful than the Service Provider, they also frequently rate the 
prompts associated with the Customer as equally or more impolite than those 
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associated with the Service Provider. Moreover, a closer examination of the 
individual responses reveals that most of these ratings derive from the same 
respondents. These findings suggest that, for the Japanese, power may be less of a 
factor in their evaluations of impoliteness. On the whole, stratification of the 
impoliteness ratings in accordance with the purported authoritativeness of a Service 
Provider or power of a Customer only occurs when two conditions are simultaneously 
fulfilled: when the interlocutors are socially distant and when the degree of face-
attack involved is perceived as especially severe.  
 
These findings are not, I think, too surprising, particularly when the data from 
the written questionnaire are considered. As I will go on to explain, the data from the 
two tasks seem to suggest that relative to their Singaporean counterparts, Japanese 
respondents are more tolerant of face aggravation in service encounters – indeed, as 
mentioned above in relation to Task 1, their overall impoliteness ratings for most 
tasks are significantly lower than those of the Singaporean respondents – but only up 
to a point. For the Japanese respondents, the status of the perpetrator has little bearing 
on the degree of impoliteness perceived when the interaction occurs within close 
relationships; in these scenarios, the Japanese impoliteness ratings are generally lower 
that the Singaporean ratings. Outside of close relationships, the status of the 
perpetrator continues to have little bearing on the degree of impoliteness perceived, 
but only when the degree of face aggravation is viewed as relatively mild. When the 
aggravation is perceived to be severe, the likelihood of impoliteness being perceived 
increases as the status of the perpetrator diminishes; moreover, the absolute value of 





As discussed above in Section 4.1.1, the data obtained from the written 
questionnaire show that the customer service script has less of a bearing on the 
impoliteness interpretations of the Japanese respondents than the Singaporean group. 
Their impoliteness metadiscourse show a larger majority of the Japanese group to 
relate to their interlocutors in service encounters on a more personal level, in 
comparison with the Singaporean respondents, who appear to foreground the social 
roles of their interlocutors. In the impoliteness incidents reported by the respondents, 
a much higher percentage of Japanese interpret face attacks in terms of Quality Face, 
rather than Social Identity Face. Although the majority of incidents are still perceived 
as an attack on Social Identity Face for both Singaporean and Japanese respondents, 
the distribution of incidents between the two face types is more equitable for the 
Japanese. The reports contain strong evidence that the Japanese respondents are less 
concerned with the obligations and responsibilities associated with the respective 
social roles in a service encounter, than with the upholding of one’s personal identity. 
This is supported also by the finding that the majority of the Japanese respondents 
treat personal problems and impoliteness in initiating sequences as mitigating factors 
for face attacks, whereas most of the Singaporean respondents do not share this view. 
I attributed these differences to kiasu-ism in the Singaporean respondents, given that 
many of them postulate financial loss as a reason for their ill-tolerance of impoliteness 
in the service encounter.  
 
The exception, of course, as has been mentioned several times, is in the 
scenarios where the expressions I don’t have all day you know and you’re not 
listening are employed as verbal prompts. As mentioned above, these speech acts, 
which the majority of respondents rate as significantly more impolite than the other 
three, have a peculiar effect on the Japanese data. Specifically, when used as verbal 
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prompts in the constructed scenarios, they seem to trigger a change in some of the 
dominant trends observed for the other three prompts. Where the dominant trend is 
for scenarios involving Service Providers of varying degrees of authoritativeness to 
receive similar impoliteness ratings, the use of these two prompts results in the more 
authoritative Service Providers receiving lower ratings than Service Providers 
perceived as less authoritative. And, where the dominant trend is for the Customer’s 
prompts to receive impoliteness ratings that are largely equal to or higher than those 
for the Service Provider’s, the presence of these two prompts results in the Customer 
being rated less impolite than the Service Provider across all five Service Provider 
categories. Keeping in mind the first task, in which these two speech acts received the 
highest impoliteness ratings, it seems that the face-attack contained in them is so 
severe that even those respondents who adopt a more equitable view of the service 
encounter, in which interactants of varying status are perceived to enjoy fairly similar 
rights to various discursive practices, interpret these speech acts as not only more 
impolite overall, but all the more so when enacted by lower status individuals. 
 
This calls to mind Culpeper’s emphasis on the interaction between context and 
expression in interpretations of impoliteness, which I have discussed in Chapter 2. His 
argument is recapitulated here:  
My own position is dualist in the sense that I see semantic (im)politeness 
(conventional (im)politeness) and pragmatic (im)politeness as inter-depent 
opposites on a scale. (Im)politeness can be more determined by a linguistic 
expression or can be more determined by context, but neither the expression nor 
the context guarantee an interpretation of (im)politeness: it is the interaction 
between the two that counts. (Culpeper, 2011: 125) 
 
The data show that while the effects of contextual variables such as power and social 
distance may frequently outweigh those of the linguistic expression in interpretations 
of impoliteness, there are some instances where the degree of face-aggravation 
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contained in the expression is perceived as so severe that the contextual effects are 
cancelled. Conversely, the effects of contextual variables such as power and social 
distance on evaluations of impoliteness may not be apparent in most cases, except in 
the presence of a severely face-aggravating linguistic expression; the face aggravation 
appears to reinforce and bring to the fore the previously tentative and backgrounded 
boundaries pertaining to the perceived relations of power and social distance between 
interlocutors.   
 
Thus, where the Japanese respondents are concerned, it is not the case that 
power does not present an influence on interpretations of impoliteness. Like their 
Singaporean counterparts, the Japanese respondents do appear to perceive 
impoliteness as inversely correlated with power in the service encounter, but with a 
few notable caveats. Firstly, this correlation holds true only in contexts where 
interlocutors are not acquainted with each other; perceived closeness cancels out the 
effects of power on evaluations of impoliteness. Secondly, the potentially face-
aggravating stances adopted by lower status participants are rated more impolite than 
their higher status interlocutors only with regard to stances that suggest a high degree 
of face attack, as I don’t have all day you know and you’re not listening appear to do. 
These findings suggest that for the Japanese respondents, semantic impoliteness, i.e., 
the absolute impoliteness of an utterance, is also a factor in their evaluations of 
impoliteness, while for the Singaporean respondents, pragmatic impoliteness is a 




4.2.2a Rating Scale: Task 5 (Questions 1 & 2) 
 The final task in the rating scale attempts an exploration of general 
interactions between non-specific interlocutors, thus moving the discussion beyond 
the community of practice of the service encounter. The aim here is to discover if 
respondents apply the same principles to other types of interactions within other 
communities of practice. The responses to the first two questions, which examine the 
effects of power and distance on perceptions of impoliteness, show that the majority 
of them do – their responses here echo the findings from the earlier tasks. The figures 
below give a breakdown of the responses according to respondent nationality: 




Figure 4.2.2b: Closeness as a Factor in Perceptions of Impoliteness 
 
When asked if power is a factor in their considerations of impoliteness, 68 of 
























give ‘maybe’ as a response. When asked if closeness is a factor in their considerations 
of impoliteness, 89 respond affirmatively, nine negatively, and the same two give 
‘maybe’ as a response. The two respondents who selected ‘maybe’ elaborate on their 
responses by stating that impoliteness is a subjective matter, and that people have 
different criteria for evaluating it. While their arguments are no doubt sound, and in 
line with this thesis, they appear to have misunderstood the questions, given that they 
were asked if they take these factors into consideration. As such, we will not dwell 
further on their responses. The rest of the responses provide support for the arguments 
made so far: the majority of respondents of both nationalities treat interlocutor power, 
or the lack thereof, as a factor in determining impoliteness, but this tendency is even 
more pronounced in the Singaporean respondents than in the Japanese. As for social 
distance between interlocutors, an even larger majority views this as a factor in 
interpretations of impoliteness, and this tendency is now more pronounced for the 
Japanese respondents than for the Singaporean group. Overall, closeness is a more 
significant factor than power in considerations of impoliteness for both groups of 
respondents, but while this is only marginally so for the Singaporean respondents, a 
notably larger proportion of Japanese respondents state this to be the case. This 
mirrors the findings from the earlier tasks in the rating scale and the written 
questionnaire, in which it was observed that many of the Singaporean respondents 
frame their evaluations of impoliteness in the service encounter in terms of the 
perceived differences in status between various participants, whereas the Japanese 
respondents seem to place greater emphasis on personal relationships between 
interlocutors. Thus, the data so far show that the same principles of impoliteness 
appear to guide respondents even in interactions outside of the service encounter. Let 
us now examine the final question, which further explores the informants’ perceptions 




4.2.2b Rating Scale: Task 5 (Question 3) 
 In their responses to the last question of this task, respondents are asked to 
state the other factors, besides interlocutor authoritativeness and closeness, which 
they consider in their evaluations of impoliteness. To recapitulate, the question is: In 
an interaction, are there other factors that you consider when labelling someone’s 
utterance(s) as impolite? If so, please elaborate. Of the 100 respondents, 36 of them 
simply respond with a ‘no’. As for responses of the remaining 64, while appearing 
somewhat varied, they can, in fact, be grouped under five broad categories: stance, 
power, distance, pragmatic competence and socio-physical context. Some of the 
responses discuss two or more factors, and are therefore grouped under more than one 
category. The figure below shows the distribution of items across the five categories. 
As is evident from the clear difference in column height, the distribution of the 
responses is fairly varied. Stance comprises the overwhelming majority for both 
groups of respondents on one end, while Socio-Physical Context constitutes a very 
small number of responses on the other. Incidentally, the category of Pragmatic 
Competence category comprises no Japanese responses at all.  I will discuss each of 










The Stance category is the largest, comprising responses from 58 out of the 
100 participants. This is particularly so for the Japanese participants, given that 80% 
of their responses fall within this category, compared to 49% for the Singaporean 
participants. I have chosen to label the category thus, as the items constituting it 
comprise the various verbal and non-verbal resources through which one’s position 
towards a specific proposition is communicated to an interlocutor (see the explanation 
of stance in Section 2.1.3a). This is perhaps exemplified by S23’s suggestion that ‘the 
way they talk’ (italics mine), rather than the talk itself, is at issue in judgments of 
impoliteness. Thus, grouped under the category of stance are the following items 
gathered from the data, which have been further classified under four sub-headings 

























Table 4.2c: Stance as a factor in perceiving impoliteness 




‘tone of voice’ (S1; 
S3; S5; S17; S21; 
S32; S22, S15; 
S36; S48; J23; J27; 
J32; J33; J39; J46)  
 ‘physical gestures’ 
(S15, S25) 
‘unsmiling face’ (S1) 
‘physical actions’ (J22; 
J35; J47) 




‘body language’ (S1; 
S22; S15; S36)  
‘usage of please’ 
(S15) 
‘the way they talk’ 
(S23) 
‘whether they are 
sighing’ (S1) 
‘eye contact’ (S25; S29; 
S50)  
‘maintenance of eye 
contact’ (S42) 
‘if things are said 
politely’ (S37) 




gestures’ (S1; S16; S20; 
S22) 
‘whether they smile’ (J33; 
J12) 
‘choice of words’ 
(S23; S27; S34; 
S48)  
‘their posture’ (S22) ‘facial expressions’ (S32, 
S36) 
‘words they have 
chosen’ (J2, J11)  
‘the words they 
use’ (J9; J30) 
‘Expression type’ 
(J32; J41) 









S5; S29)  
‘tone’ (S4; S6; 
S13; S16)  
‘civility’ (J33; J50) ‘intonation; 
undertones’ (J10; 
J14; J20; J25; J50) 
‘use of honorifics’ 
(J11; J13; J18; J27; 
J32; J33; J45; J48) 
‘type of tone’ (S44) ‘whether or not they 
bow’ (J49) 
‘friendly smile’ (J16) 
‘whether they greet 
or give thanks 
properly’ (J12) 
‘bowing in respect’ 
(J17, J19; J35) 
‘use of appropriate 
words’ (J24; J37) 
‘whether they lean 
towards you’ (S45) 
 
In this thesis, impoliteness is defined as an attitude that arises when a face-
attacking stance is adopted in interaction. Such a stance can be communicated via 
both verbal and non-verbal means, as shown by the four strategies listed above in the 
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table. The most important strategy appears to be the sub-category labelled verbal 
expressions, given that it subsumes the most varied range of items and the largest 
number of responses. This sub-category includes participant responses that discuss the 
use (or absence) of hedges and other conventionalised politeness expressions such as 
‘please’ and ‘thanks’. Unsurprisingly, given the conventionalised association of 
honorific speech with politeness, several Japanese participants
18
 list the use of 
honorifics as a factor.  A number of other participants
19
 also list, rather vaguely, 
‘choice of words’, ‘expression type’ and ‘use of appropriate words’ as factors; 
presumably, these imply the use of politeness strategies, or at the very least, the 
absence of impoliteness ones. A similar assumption can be made for ‘politeness’ and 
‘civility’, where, in the absence of further elaboration from the respondents, may be 
understood as referring to linguistic strategies. The next biggest sub-category is that 
of intonation, where items comprise words or phrases headed by tone, including 
‘tone’, ‘tone of voice’, ‘intonation’ and ‘undertones’. Note that S23’s response, ‘the 
way they talk’, features twice, once under the sub-category of intonation and once 
under that of verbal expression, given that manner of speech can be accomplished 
either linguistically or paralinguistically. The next sub-category groups those 
responses that constitute non-verbal gestures. As with the sub-category of verbal 
expressions, in which the use of honorifics is listed as a factor, the responses of a few 
Japanese participants provide insight into the effects of national culture on politeness 
strategies – J17, J19, J35 and J49 list the act of bowing as factors in their 
interpretations of impoliteness, where bowing is typically treated as a 
conventionalised gesture of politeness in Japan. The final sub-category comprises 
responses that discuss factors relating to facial expression. Smiling and the 
                                                 
18
 J11; J13; J18; J27; J32; J33; J45 and J48. 
19
 J24; J37, S23; S27; S34; S48; J2, J9; J11; J30; J32 and J41. 
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maintenance of eye contact appear to be important factors, given that most of the 
items in this category refer to either gesture, with the exception of S36’s rather vague 
‘polite face expressions’.  
Thus, interactants draw on a range of both verbal and non-verbal cues, 
including intonation, non-verbal gestures, facial expressions and verbal expressions, 
to interpret the interactional stances adopted by a speaker. The data indicate that a 
wide range of communicative resources, whether occurring on their own or in 
combination with each other, can trigger impoliteness attitudes, i.e., cause 
impoliteness to be perceived. The prominence of the stance category, relative to the 
other factors, demonstrates the importance of stance in theorising impoliteness.  In 
fact, the responses of several other participants refer even more directly to the concept 
of stance. S15, S38, J4 and J35 list ‘attitude’ as factors they consider in interpreting 
impoliteness, while J25 lists ‘humility’ (kenkyo) and J34 and J35 also list ‘sincerity’ 
(seijitsu). Given that the latter two constitute types of attitudes, and that attitude and 
stance are highly interrelated concepts, given their concern with an individual’s 
internal psychological state, the responses of these six participants may also be treated 
as part of the stance category. Thus, the emphasis the survey respondents place on the 
various components of stance in their answers serves as justification for the 
importance of the concept in a theory of impoliteness.  
 
Power 
 The second broad category of contextual factors relating to impoliteness 
judgments comprises those responses that are arguably associated with one or more 
dimensions of power (see Section 2.1.3c for a discussion of French and Raven’s 
(1959) five forms of power). For example, many respondents state age of their 
interlocutor as a factor they take into consideration in perceiving impoliteness, with 
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S23 stating that ‘it is rude when a younger person tries to go against the customer’. In 
Asian cultures, respect for one’s elders is perceived as a social norm (Sung, 2000); in 
this sense then, age is treated as a form of Legitimate Power, since one supposedly 
enjoys a socially endorsed reverence from one’s interlocutor, simply by virtue of 
being more senior in age. This is epitomised by J18’s response, in which she lists age 
as a factor, asserting that ‘in Japan, there is a special emphasis on relationship 
between seniors and juniors’. Interestingly though, S42 states that she is more 
forgiving of both her elders and the young, while judging her peers more harshly 
where impoliteness is concerned. Presumably, it is the still developing linguistic and 
pragmatic capabilities of younger speakers, rather than the possession of particular 
forms of power, that renders them less susceptible to accusations of impoliteness. 
This issue will be mentioned again in the discussion of the Pragmatic Competence 
category below.  
 
In addition to Legitimate Power, respondents also appear to consider Referent 
Power as a relevant factor in their evaluations of impoliteness. For example, S32 and 
S40 posit self-presentation and character respectively as important factors in 
considerations of impoliteness, while J25 names interlocutor charm as another. 
According to these respondents, interlocutors in possession of these three 
characteristics are allowed more latitude in flouting politeness norms. S32 states in no 
uncertain terms that, ‘I would consider the way they present themselves as a scruffy 
attired person will be ranked as impolite and a neat and prepared person will be 
ranked otherwise’.  
 
Another form of power apparently invoked by participants in their perceptions 
of impoliteness is that of Expert Power. S3, S17 and S46 list interlocutor skill, 
expertise and depth of knowledge as factors that potentially influence their 
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interpretations of impoliteness. For example, S46 states the following as a factor in 
whether or not impoliteness is invoked as a descriptive label for her interlocutor: 
‘whether they have special skills or knowledge I don’t’. 
While most of the participants’ responses reflect the axiomatic structures of 
power that exist independently outside of discourse, i.e., power is seen as occurring a 
priori to the interaction and bound inextricably to particular interlocutors, albeit along 
varied dimensions, a small number of them provide insight into the notion of power as 
a discursive resource that can be both constituted and contested within the interaction. 
For example, I have discussed above how S32 and J25 list as factors ‘the way they 
present themselves’ and ‘if they are charming’ respectively as factors that influence 
their decision to label an interlocutor as impolite. Both these factors are classified 
under the sub-category of Referent Power, because they are potentially related to the 
regard with which one is held. While both factors can denote pre-existing qualities of 
a person’s character or appearance, they can equally refer to particular ways of acting 
or bearing that can be achieved, extemporarily as it were, within the interaction. Thus, 
charm and a favourable self-presentation, which speakers such as P32 and J25 deem 
influential in perceptions of impoliteness, are types of Referent Power that can be 
enacted discursively. The table below summarises the responses that constitute the 
category of Power: 
Table 4.2d: Power as a factor in perceiving impoliteness 
Legitimate Power Referent Power Expert Power 
‘age’ (S3; S6; S7; S15; S17; 
S23; S26; S37; S42; J1, J12; 
J19; J20; J28; J44) 
‘the person’s character’ (S40) ‘The person’s depth of knowledge 
in something’ (S3) 
‘the way they present themselves’ 
(S32) 
‘I would be more respectful of a 
person if they were experts in the 
field’ (S17) 
‘if the person is charming’ (J25) ‘whether they have special skills 
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‘first impressions’ (S17) or knowledge I don’t’ (S46) 
 
Social Distance 
The third category of factors that respondents claim to consider in determining 
impoliteness is the social distance between themselves and their interlocutor. 
Responses that are grouped in this category reflect the belief that attacks on face may 
not necessarily be labelled as impoliteness, especially if the attacks are carried out 
within close relationships. Interestingly, the responses can be further classified into 
sub-categories along the three dimensions suggested by Svennevig (1999:2) in his 
discussion of interpersonal relationships: solidarity, familiarity and affect.  
 
Beginning with the category of Solidarity, responses that are grouped here 
describe sets of mutual obligations and responsibilities that differ according to the 
social distance between interactants, where social distance is defined by the 
respondents as duration and/or depth of acquaintance. According to these responses, 
perceived closeness tends to mitigate against perceptions of impoliteness while 
perceived distance implies a bigger obligation towards avoiding impoliteness. S1 
distinguishes between relations/friends and strangers, where the latter is more likely 
to be labelled ‘ill-manner[ed]’ automatically, while allowances will be made for 
relations or friends on account of factors such as ‘a bad day’. Likewise, S17 states that 
the absence of familiarity with his interlocutors results in a greater expectation of 
politeness on their part. J10 draws a similar distinction, stating that ‘even when 
speaking to close friends, a certain level of courtesy is expected. This is all the more 
so when speaking to strangers’. S26 and J47 simply list ‘how well [they] know 
[someone]’ as a factor without further elaboration, while J43 posits this as well but 
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also factors in the length of time she has known someone, stating that interlocutors 
she knows well and/or for a long time are ‘judge[d] less severely’. 
 
The next category, Familiarity, comprises responses that discuss mutual 
knowledge of personal information within relationships, where evaluations of 
impoliteness occur, or do not occur, against the backdrop of such knowledge. From 
the responses, it appears that the degree to which one is acquainted with the discourse 
habits of one’s interlocutors is a factor in perceptions of impoliteness; occasional 
references are made to the idiosyncratic habits that pertain to particular speakers. For 
example, J26 lists ‘one’s habitual behaviour and gestures’ as a factor, while S21 
appears to react with a resigned acceptance towards ‘people who are used to 
interacting loudly with others’. S33’s response, ‘if the person is generally rude and 
unlikeable’ is somewhat more complicated, because while it invokes knowledge of 
the interlocutor’s pragmatic habits (‘if the person is generally rude’), the second-half 
or the adjective phrase refers to the degree of mutual liking (or dislike) between the 
interactants – in other words, affect. I therefore classify S33’s response under the 
categories of both Familiarity and Affect. This brings us to the third sub-category. 
 
The Affect category consists of responses that discuss the extent to which 
perceptions of impoliteness are influenced by the type and degree of affect towards 
one’s interlocutor. Positive affect tends to render face-attacking stances less open to 
interpretations of impoliteness, while negative affect has the opposite effect. While 
S49 simply states ‘whether [he] like[s] the person or not’ as a factor, J27 declares 
unequivocally that ‘[she] is more forgiving of people [she] like[s], whereas those that 
[she] do[es]n’t irritate [her] even over the smallest things’. As stated above, S33’s 
response is placed in this category as well, given that it incorporates the notion of 




The last sub-category is fairly unique, relative to the three discussed above. I 
have chosen to name it ‘discursive distance’, because it consists of responses that 
indicate distancing that is enacted through discourse. As with the Power category 
above, the majority of the participants’ responses reflect a particular conception of 
social distance as independently constructed of the interaction, thus discounting the 
possibility of discursively constructed solidarity or antipathy, that may in fact, have 
some effect on perceptions of impoliteness. In contrast however, some participants 
such as S10 and J25 refer to the notion of prior discourse as a factor in whether or not 
impoliteness is perceived, thus pointing to the possibility of creating distance or 
alignment with one’s interlocutors through discourse. For example, S10 observes that 
‘it depends on what was said before, to see if what is said is meant to be taken 
seriously’, while J25’s position is that ‘if the person [he is] talking to has shown signs 
of aggression already, then [he]’ll take whatever he says as impolite’. Thus, the 
discursive context of a face attack, including both prior and subsequent discourse, 
may be useful in helping interactants decide if their interlocutor’s stance is friendly or 
hostile in nature. Social distance, in this sense then, takes on a more fluid definition, 
and is not just a pre-existing adjunct of the relationship between interlocutors. The 





Table 4.2e: Social Distance as a factor in perceiving impoliteness 
Solidarity Familiarity Affect Discursive Distance 
‘I would consider if that 
someone has had a bad 
day or not… if it’s a 
family member or 
friend, I would enquire 
about why he/she is 
rude. If it’s just a 
random person in 
public, I would react 
with some annoyance 
and my first thoughts 
would be that this 
person is ill-mannered’ 
(S1)  
‘Some people are just 
used to interacting 
loudly with others (e.g. 
shout in your ear etc.)’ 
(S21) 
‘whether I like the 
person or not’ (S49)  
‘it depends on what 
was said before, to 
see if what is said is 
meant to be taken 
seriously’ (S10) 
‘I’m more forgiving of 
people I like, whereas 
those that I don’t irritate 
me even over the 
smallest things’  (J27) 
‘if the person I’m 
talking to has 
shown signs of 
aggression already, 
then I’ll take 
whatever he says as 
impolite’  (J25) 
‘Even when speaking to 
close friends, a certain 
level of courtesy is 
expected. This is all the 
more so when speaking 
to strangers’ (J10) 
‘if the person is 
generally rude and 
unlikeable’ (S33) 
‘if the person is 





‘In general I would act 
differently towards 
someone if I knew them. 
If I don’t, I expect them 
to be more polite’ (S17) 
‘one’s habitual 
behaviour and gestures’ 
(J26)  
‘how well I know the 
person’ (S26)  
‘how well I know 
someone’ (J47) 
‘if I’ve known someone 
for very long and I’m 
very well-acquainted 
with him, I’ll judge him 
less severely’ (J43) 
 
Pragmatic Competence 
The next category under which a number of the responses can be grouped is 
what I have chosen to call Pragmatic Competence. This category comprises 
participant responses that reflect concerns with their interlocutor’s pragmatic skill and 
knowledge. This ranges from concerns with the linguistic competence of non-native 
speakers to one’s familiarity with supposed norms of impoliteness. Most of the 
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responses in this category are concerned with divergences in the nationalities, cultures 
and dominant languages of interactants. Linguistic and cultural differences as well as 
deficiencies in second language learning are perceived as a potentially mitigating 
factor in their interpretations of impoliteness. In contrast, the flouting of perceived 
norms of politeness, such as ‘making inflammatory comments about sensitive topics’ 
(S36) and the non-observance of retroactive politeness, purportedly results in the 
invocation of impoliteness. Interestingly, none of the responses from the Japanese 
respondents can be grouped here, a fact which is, I think, indicative of the degree of 
homogeneity that is widely perceived as characteristic of their culture (Fuess, 2003). 
In contrast, Singapore is typically described as a ‘melting-pot’ of cultures, especially 
with the influx of migrants in recent years (Ting, 2010). This contrast in how the two 
cultures are perceived is reflected in the differing concerns affecting evaluations of 
impoliteness. The table below classifies the participants’ responses accordingly: 
Table 4.2f: Pragmatic Competence as a factor in perceiving impoliteness 
Linguistic Competence Flouts of Politeness Norms 
‘sometimes ESL speakers can seem 
impolite without meaning to be’ (S22) 
‘Content of the conversation (eg. Making deliberately 
inflammatory comments about sensitive topics)’  (S36) 
‘nationality of the person (S23; S29; S50) 
‘race/nationality – I understand there may 
be cultural differences’ (S42) 
‘if any efforts to repair the damage done is taken’ (S48) 
‘Language barrier’ (S42) 
 
Socio-physical context     
The final category of factors that participants report to influence their 
evaluations of impoliteness pertains to the socio-physical context in which the 
interaction is situated. In particular, urgent or complex situations apparently serve as 
extenuating factors that reduce the likelihood of evaluating one’s interlocutor as 
impolite. This calls to mind a Thomas (1995)’s stance towards Brown and Levinson’s 
(1978 [1987]) bald, on record superstrategy, in which the use of politeness strategies 
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is deemed superfluous in pressing situations. Thomas (1995) notes that in such 
situations, more attention is likely to be paid to the propositional content of a 
message, rather than its interpersonal aspect. She points out that, ‘there are times 
when external factors constrain an individual to speak very directly (and in full 
conformity with the Gricean maxims)’ (170). Following from this line of argument, as 
well the data in this segment of the study, it appears that attacks on face are not 
evaluated as impolite, within the context of emergencies or highly task-oriented 
situations. 
 
Table 4.2g: Socio-Physical Context as a factor in perceiving impoliteness 
Difficulty of situation Urgency of situation 




‘Whether the service is time sensitive or not (e.g. emergency service)’ (S7) 
‘whether the situation is pressing’ (J34) 
‘if it is an emergency’ (J42) 
 
Overall, looking at the responses to the three questions in the final rating task, 
two important conclusions can be drawn, in regard to the proposed theory of 
impoliteness in this thesis. Firstly, the data from Question 3 show that the notion of 
stance is central to that of impoliteness. In their responses to Question 3, participants 
list a myriad of communicative resources that comprise the stances interactants adopt 
towards the propositions that surface in interaction, thus showing that it is these 
communicative resources and thus, the stances that occur in conversation that 
interactants respond to and label as impolite. This supports my hypothesis of 
impoliteness in Chapter 2, in which I argued for the inclusion of the concept in 
theories of impoliteness. Secondly, when the responses to the first two questions in 
this task are analysed in conjunction with those to Question 3, it appears that 
perceived power and social distance are indeed factors that heavily influence the 
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likelihood of impoliteness being perceived. Again, this is congruent with what I have 
hypothesised in Chapter 2. In Questions 1 and 2, the majority of participants respond 
affirmatively when asked if interlocutor authoritativeness and closeness are factors 
that influence their judgments of impoliteness; this is congruent with their responses 
in Question 3, where almost half of them give a negative response when asked if there 
are other factors that influence their judgments of impoliteness. As for the participants 
who give a positive response and go on to list other factors, it was found that different 
components of interlocutor power and social distance comprise the next largest 
categories of factors, after stance. Moreover, when the findings from the earlier 
exercises in the rating scale task are considered as well, the influence of these two 
factors on interpretations of impoliteness is considerably more substantial than any 
other. 
With regard to the more specific domain of the service encounter, we see that 
power and social distance interact with particular normative expectations, and with 
each other, to affect perceptions of impoliteness somewhat differently for the 
Japanese and Singaporean respondents. While the majority of both the Japanese and 
Singaporean respondents indicate that customers are associated with more power than 
service providers early on in the exercise, their responses to the rest of the exercise 
show differences in the way this presumed power affects perceptions of impoliteness. 
Similarly, the majority of both groups of respondents classifies the level of 
authoritativeness associated with each of the five categories of service providers in 
more or less the same way, but provides markedly different responses in regard to the 
effect of such authoritativeness on evaluations of impoliteness.  
 
The responses of the Singaporean group show a high degree of confluence 
with the customer service script, in which a presumed customer-service provider 
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hierarchy guides their interpretations of impoliteness; at the same time, service 
provider authoritativeness exerts an opposing influence, where the utterances of 
service providers associated with higher levels of authoritativeness are frequently 
rated less impolite. Social distance appears to be an equally influential contextual 
variable, with the overall ratings of utterances of socially close interlocutors lower 
than those of socially distant interlocutors, whether they are of high or low 
authoritativeness, or high or low power.  
 
The Japanese data display quite different trends. For the Japanese respondents, 
perceived power only appears to have a visible impact on evaluations of impoliteness 
when the social distance between interlocutors is maximal and the speech acts 
involved are maximally face-aggravating. The only area of similarity between the 
findings from the two groups is in the effects of social distance on evaluations of 
impoliteness. Like the Singaporean respondents, the Japanese respondents 
consistently rate utterances produced between socially close interlocutors less 
impolite than those produced between a socially distant pair. This difference however, 
is more pronounced for the Japanese than for the Singaporeans. The findings from the 
last rating exercise, which investigates impoliteness in non-specific interactions, 
mirror this difference; while both groups rate closeness as more important than power 
where determining impoliteness is concerned, a far larger proportion of Japanese 
respondents state this to be so. Finally, while it may appear that the Japanese 
respondents have a more charitable view of impoliteness in service encounters, given 
that their impoliteness ratings tend to be lower in general than those of their 
Singaporean counterparts, it should be noted that the incidents of impoliteness they 
cite are somewhat less severe than those cited by the Singaporean group. Thus, if it is 
the case that the Japanese encounter impoliteness less regularly than Singaporeans, it 
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is perhaps not surprising that their views on service are different, regardless of 
cultural differences. In the next chapter, I discuss the data in greater depth, in the 






5.1 ‘Customer is King; Paying Customer is God’ 20 
To summarise the discussion thus far, when comparisons are drawn between a 
range of different service providers and their customers, it is mostly the service 
providers who are regarded as impolite when adopting a face-attacking stance. This is 
attributed to the social distance typical of outside service encounters, and the 
hierarchy perceived to characterise customer-service provider relations, which 
although not institutionalised to the same extent as other hierarchies, appears to be a 
prominent ideology across the two cultures. According to the data from both the 
questionnaire and the rating scale, most respondents perceive customers and service 
providers as relating to each other within a power hierarchy, where the customer is 
typically perceived to have the upper hand. In the written questionnaire, perceptions 
of customer privilege translate to an abundance of impoliteness metadiscourse, in 
which appeals are made to norms that supposedly characterise the service encounter. 
In the rating scale, this inverse correlation between power and impoliteness holds true 
for most, especially amongst the Singaporean respondents. Amongst the Japanese 
respondents, this correlation is slightly more tenuous, holding true only when the 
interlocutors are defined as strangers and when the level of face aggravation is 
perceived as severe. In contrast, social distance has a far stronger effect, with the data 
showing that the same face-attacking stances are perceived as more impolite when 
occurring between complete strangers than between close friends. 
As noted above, the forces of globalisation have resulted not only in an 
expansion of the service industry, but also a concomitant increase in expectations 
                                                 
20
 A comment made by one of my informants. 
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where service quality is concerned. The more pedantic demands of the industry mean 
that mere politeness is no longer sufficient in attending to customers; instead, a 
certain degree of subservience is expected
21
. Thus, fed by a particular script
22
 (Schank 
and Abelson, 1977) of the service encounter, of which seductive adages such as ‘the 
customer is king’ and ‘the customer is always right’ are a more tangible part, 
customers who assume the right to ‘service entitlements’ see themselves as being in a 
position of privilege vis-à-vis the service provider. Catanzaro and Salas (2007: 197) 
state that the service encounter is ‘characterised by fairly well-defined employee and 
customer roles. There is a status differential where the service provider is generally 
expected to defer to the customer (that is, the customer is always right).’ Because the 
customer may have such clearly defined role expectations about the service 
encounter, which s/he stores as a script and which s/he can reproduce (Kim and 
Mclean, 2007)
23
, this assumption of customer privilege may exist even in service 
encounters where no financial transactions occur. An example that comes to mind is 
the concierge of a shopping mall, where information is provided as a complimentary 
service. However, it is likely that these expectations of service entitlement increase in 
direct proportion to the customer’s expenditure in the service encounter, as a kind of 
insurance against potential feelings of economic loss arising from an inferior service 
experience.  
 
In either way, as a result of their perceived impotence, the stances taken by 
service providers in service encounters easily attract negative evaluations, even in the 
                                                 
21
 As can be seen from the differences in the data, in which the Singaporean respondents display less 
tolerance towards service encounter impoliteness than the Japanese group, this is especially so for 
Singapore, While service expectations have been stringent in Japan for many decades, there has been 
increasing pressure on the service norms in Singapore to be brought more closely in line with those of 
the new globalized service culture. 
22
 Schank and Abelson (1977: 41) define a script as “a predetermined, stereotyped sequence of actions 
that defines a well-known situation”. 
23
 They add that these role expectations necessitate a program that trains “service employees to perform 
expected behaviours based upon clear roles and scripts learned from real incidents” (p.3). 
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complete absence of any intention to offend. According to the definition of 
impoliteness proposed here, interactants factor in contextual variables such as the 
horizontal and vertical distances between themselves in arriving at a judgment of 
impoliteness. Participants make use of contextual clues to draw parallels between the 
current interaction and past ones, which they have experienced either directly or 
indirectly. Because the dominant script of the service encounter may inform certain 
customers of the wide vertical distance (whether hypothesised or actual) between 
themselves and a service provider, and because evaluations of impoliteness are 
closely associated with unlicensed claims to power, as argued above, it is likely that 
any perceived trespasses by an service provider resulting in interactional ruptures will 
be regarded as impoliteness. 
 
The customer’s relative freedom, in comparison with that of the service 
provider’s, contributes to the hierarchical relations in service contexts. The fact that 
service providers are on the job while the customer is a ‘free agent’ also implies that 
there are certain stances considered inappropriate for service providers to display 
within the domain of work, whereas the customer can say or do as he pleases (within 
lawful boundaries). The call centre workers in Cameron’s (2000) study may be a 
somewhat extreme example of service providers whose behaviours are placed under 
strict surveillance, but they are hardly the exception to the rule. The advocacy of 
‘McDonaldization’ processes by a globalised economy favouring efficiency and 
predictability means that scripted routines, to which employee adherence is required 
to differing degrees, are fast becoming the norm. Moreover, customers who relate to 
service providers primarily in terms of their job roles rather than as individuals place 
on them the kind of exacting demands that allow little room for human error. In 
contrast with encounters of impoliteness outside of service contexts, a cognitive 
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appraisal of the face-attacking stances of service providers involves the additional 
step of framing those stances against the perceived responsibilities, obligations and 
boundaries of their job roles. This implies that the degree of offence felt might be 
greater than that for similar incidents that occur outside of the service encounter.  
 
Altogether, the discussion thus far suggests that demands of deference and 
regard are made of service providers as a result of the relational inequalities that are 
presumed present in service encounters. This translates to situations of high-
sensitivity, where even innocuous stances may be interpreted as lacking in politeness 
or as impolite. Accordingly, it does come as much of a surprise that the data comprise 
several incidents of impoliteness that are mostly unintentional or accidental in nature. 
For example, S48, a student library officer, offends a patron when she informs him 
that the library’s automated search system shows that he has yet to return his library 
books, despite his insistence to the contrary. In spite of her efforts to couch her words 
in as inoffensive and non-accusatory a way as possible, by offering the qualifier ‘just 
to be sure’, when encouraging him to search his home for the books while the library 
continued its automated search, the patron interprets her stance as face-attacking, and 
extracts a promise from her that she will write him a note of apology ‘if proven 
wrong’24. In a context in which there is a very low threshold for impoliteness, even 
stances that seem fully (Gricean) cooperative may come to be construed as being at 
odds with the strong expectations of politeness. At the same time service providers 
who are seen to over-indulge in polite behaviour may be seen as ‘overly polite’ or 
‘desperate’, both of which are likely to attract the same type of negative evaluations 
as impoliteness does. As discussed in the previous chapter, this appears to be a 
problem that affects only the Japanese respondents, perhaps reflecting their concern 
                                                 
24 The patron discovers later on that he has the books and surreptitiously returns them. 
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with tachiba. In addition to J2 and J7, whose reports on overly polite service 
providers have already been discussed, J12 describes her encounter with a shop 
assistant, whom she labels as ‘over-friendly’ (narenareshī) and ‘over-polite’ (ka 
teinei). Although she does not specify what the shop assistant says, she remarks that 
both the language and tone of voice are more suited for a conversation between 
friends. In the written questionnaire, she rationalises her feeling out of sorts as having 
to do with the ‘inappropriate[ness]’ of the shop assistant’s use of informal speech, 
stating in no uncertain terms that ‘the shop assistant should speak to customers in 
formal speech’. Locher (2004: 90) remarks: ‘[o]ver-politeness is often perceived as 
negative because it exceeds the boundary between appropriateness and 
inappropriateness’. It seems then, that those in the service sector have to walk the fine 
line between being perceived as sufficiently polite and being regarded as excessively 
so. 
 
In a similar vein, on the (presumably) rare occasions that service providers 
intentionally adopt a face-attacking stance, perhaps as a means of blowing off steam, 
it is likely that they will do so in a manner where the impolite message is implicit, for 
fear of potentially severe consequences. Thus, the use of conventional impoliteness 
formulae is not likely, and insinuated impoliteness is perhaps more probable than 
other forms, given that it seems somewhat less ostentatiously rude. For example, S47, 
a part-time GPS salesman, responds to an email, in which an irate customer expresses 
his hope that the former has been replaced by other staff, with veiled sarcasm. The 







To whom it may concern, 
I have been waiting ages for your employee, S47, to get back to us regarding my claim form for the bonus 
map. You can see from the email thread below that he appears to have fallen off the face of the earth. I write 
to you hoping that 
 a) you're not S47 and  
b) you demonstrate more professionalism than he has - which is none at all - and assist me in getting the free 
map I was promised when I purchased the Tomtom. 
Regards, 
X and Y 
 
S47’s Reply: 
Hi X and Y, 
The following email was sent to you on the 18th April it was only sent to Y’s email however. Unfortunately we 
have been away for the Chinese New Year break until today Wednesday 17th February. 
a) Yes, I am S47 and 
b) As explained we have emailed you previously when the maps were assigned. Since your emails came in across 
a 5 day period when we have the weekend plus public holidays we were unable to respond earlier. 
Email that was sent to you previously: 
“Thank you for purchasing a TomTom GPS and redeeming the promotion. Your map of USA has been assigned to 
your account and is ready for download through TomTom HOME. 





Note the complete absence of an apology in S47’s reply to the customer. Moreover, as 
stated above, the customer’s sarcasm is met with a similar form of sarcasm from S47. 
S47’s reply, which mirrors the customer’s email both in terms of paragraph structure 
and syntax, calls to mind Culpeper’s (2005) notion of impolite mimicry, which he 
describes as a special case of Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) echoic irony, where the 
‘echo’ is of someone’s behaviour, rather than their verbal utterance or thoughts 
(Culpeper, 2005: 56). According to Sperber and Wilson (1986: 240), the recovery of 
the relevant implicatures depends:  
First, on a recognition of the utterance as an echo; second, on an identification of 
the souce of the opinion echoed; and third, on a recognition that the speaker’s 
attitude to the opinion echoed is one of rejection or disapproval. 
 
In this case, the rather blatant absence of an apology, as well as his bald declaration of 
a state of affairs that runs contrary to the customer’s desires (that he hasn’t been fired 
and replaced), shows that S47’s attitude to the customer’s opinion thusly echoed is 
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indeed one of rejection and disapproval. However, this is unlikely to land S47 in any 
trouble, given that the face-attack is very implicit; since the face-attacking stance is 
only interpretable via implicature, which can always be denied, impolite mimicry is a 
far less risky form of impoliteness. That S47 employs such a strategy in his reply to 
the customer is not at all surprising.  
 
As posited in my definition of impoliteness, the horizontal distance between 
participants is also a major factor in assessments of impoliteness. Section 2.1.3c 
discusses how mock impoliteness is more successful in an intimate relationship 
because mutual positive affect empties the hostility in face-attacking stances; in 
contrast, distant relationships lack the ‘good credits’ that are accumulated over time 
and that act as buffers against the interpretation of face-attacks as impoliteness. The 
informants’ responses to the rating scale exercise support this hypothesis. In fact, their 
responses show that social distance is frequently a more crucial factor in determining 
impoliteness than the perceived power differential between interactants. In general, 
the impoliteness ratings for interactions involving complete strangers are higher than 
those for interactions involving close friends. The Japanese respondents, in particular, 
display a tendency towards giving the same speech act higher impoliteness ratings 
when the interaction occurs between strangers than between close friends, regardless 
of the perceived power differential between the hypothetical interactants.  
 
Of course, as discussed above in Section 2.1.3c, social distance, like power, 
should not be characterised as stable, but dynamic and open to negotiation. 
Furthermore, because power and distance are variables about which each interlocutor 
in an interaction may perceive differently, making predictions about their impact on 
judgments of impoliteness in real-life situations may not be as straightforward as in 
the rating scale exercise. Nevertheless, extrapolating from the data obtained, the fact 
203 
 
that customer and service provider are strangers in outside service encounters – the 
predominant type of encounter (Scollon and Scollon, 2001) – is likely to further 
compound the degree of offence felt when expectations of service entitlements are not 
met. On a similar note, Culpeper (2011) makes the following observation, which is 
intriguingly apposite for this thesis, given the discussion of social distance and 
(im)politeness alongside one on the roles in a service encounter: 
Interestingly, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness framework predicts that 
strangers attract more politeness work. As with ‘waiter’, ‘customer’ and ‘guest’, it 
is perhaps situations of assumed special entitlement that, if a rupture occurs, attract 
evaluation as impolite (p. 87). 
In line with the discussion above, Culpeper draws parallels between the role of 
‘strangers’ and those of ‘waiter’, ‘customer’ and ‘guest’, in regard to expectations of 
‘special entitlement’. He argues that these expectations mean that impoliteness is 
more easily perceived in interactions involving these roles. Thus, on the horizontal 
scale as well as on the vertical scale, the relationship between customer and service 
provider appears conducive to the generation of impolite interpretations.  
In addition to merely producing judgments of impoliteness however, the 
customer who stores and reproduces the customer service script under discussion may 
also view the service encounter as a context where they may legitimately breach 
social norms of politeness as a means of coercion. For example, S5 reports launching 
into a ‘blistering attack’ against a cashier, for seemingly unneccessary announcements 






When I was in a bookshop a couple of years back, there was a constant stream of repeated 
announcements over the broadcast system about something trivial and which customers did not need to 
know about. It was incredibly annoying having to listen to that needless announcement over and over 
again. It disturbed my reading of my book. I got very angry and confronted one of the cashiers about 
this. I raised my voice and launched a blistering attack against her. Everyone in the vicinity could hear 
what I was saying. The cashier looked very uncomfortable and I later realized that what I did was 
inappropriate.   
Although the source of S5’s irritation is not the cashier, she becomes his target 
of anger nevertheless. Moreover, while it appears that the cashier does not respond 
with a counter face attack, his admission that she displays discomfort (‘the cashier 
looked very uncomfortable’) is sufficient evidence that his stance is evaluated as 
impolite. In the next example, S24 similarly adopts a face-attacking stance in his 
interaction with a service provider, but in this case, it is not as clear if his stance is 
evaluated as impolite. As can be seen from his report, the waitress, whom he chides 
by questioning her professional competence, responds with an apology. She thus 
appears to accept S24’s conception of the situation, in which her role is discursively 
constructed, through his face-attack and her subsequent conciliatory acceptance of it, 
as subordinate to his.  
Awfully Chocolate café at Joo Chiat. Friends and I ordered two cinnamon buns and two cups 
of tea. 5 minutes later, one bun came and waitress apologized for not bringing the other one. 
10 minutes later, nothing was served. Waitresses were behind service counter talking and 
laughing loudly. I went up to them and said, “What is so difficult about serving our order? 
What happened to the other cinnamon bun?” she replied, “Oh, I forgot, sorry.” The other 
waitress then checked the order chit and recalled that we had ordered tea so she went ahead 
to make the tea. I commented, “You’re not paid to play here”. All the waitresses looked no 
more than 18-19 years old, and appeared to have received little or no training.      
In such situations, power is not merely a variable affecting the production of 
conventionalised (im)politeness formulae, as is the case in theories that inherit Brown 
and Levinson’s (1978 [1987]) framework; instead, the adoption of a face-attacking 
stance is a means by which customers enact power. Whether or not the customer’s 
stance is categorised as impoliteness is largely dependent on the extent to which the 
customer’s authority is accepted and to which the coercive display is viewed as a 
valid exercise of that authority.  
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5.2 When the Customer is Not King 
To reiterate the thesis statement, interpretations of impoliteness are largely 
dependent on the assessment of the relationship between participants, whether it is the 
one that exists prior to the interaction, or one that is constructed discursively within 
the interaction. Occasionally, service providers may be strongly identified with 
certain forms of power, often to do with the expertise with which they perform their 
jobs, including the possession of specialized knowledge or skill sets. Interactions 
between customers and these service providers take place on the basis that these 
providers supposedly possess forms of institutionally-accredited expertise and 
knowledge that the customer does not. The institutional-backing that these service 
providers receive may then be grounds for considering them powerful in the 
customer-service provider relationship. In fact, service providers who are associated 
with very overt forms of institutionalized power are not prototypical representatives 
of the service sector and may not even be considered by some as belonging in that 
sector. This perhaps reflects the extent to which the customer service script guides our 
perceptions of the service encounter. In this script, the notions of service provider and 
service are tightly interwoven with that of subordination. In Task 2 of the rating scale 
exercise, 66 out of 100 respondents select the customer as the more powerful party in 
the service encounter. When we encounter service providers whose credentials are 
invested with the symbolic power of relevant institutions, subordination takes a back 
seat, and we may not immediately regard them as providing a service. The data from 
the rating scale show that under such circumstances, less strong expectations of 
service provider politeness hold, and face-aggravating stances adopted by these 
service providers are frequently evaluated as less impolite than the customers of these 
service providers who adopt the same stances. Thus, if the findings from the rating 
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scale are sufficiently representative, impoliteness that flows from a position of power 
in service contexts is more likely to be accepted by the customer. 
 
For example, doctors, whose power comes in the form of very specialized 
knowledge, may sometimes be associated with a detached air, even in the delivery of 
bad news. While this air of detachment may be potentially interpreted as an attack on 
a patient’s Quality Face, it is unlikely to be directly contested. West’s (1998) study of 
physician-patient interactions reveal that while patients were less likely to give 
compliant responses when their physicians employed aggravated formulations that 
highlight differences between the patients and themselves, they never resorted to 
direct confrontation. In a less insitutionalised setting, the stallholder or restaurateur 
whose dishes have received wide acclaim is another example of service providers 
who may not always have to bend over backwards to please the customer. And of 
course, there are the service providers who wield more subtle forms of power, such as 
the waiter who spits in the orders of rude customers or the chambermaid who cleans 
toilets with the toothbrushes of guests who fail to leave a tip. As the data from the 
rating scale show, it is not just service providers who fulfil more stereotypically high-
status roles, such as doctors, who enjoy the rights to a more extensive range of 
discursive practices, including those that communicate face-attack. For instance, 
according to the data, the role of librarian may not be associated with the same degree 
of institutional prestige but is nevertheless one that is allowed more latitude where 
impoliteness is concerned. Thus, power is not merely that which derives from 
institutional accreditation; it can apparently also manifest in one’s potential to impose 
a fine on late returns or shush noisy patrons.  
 
Another way in which service provider impoliteness may be deemed justified 
is if it occurs as a reaction to customer-initiated impoliteness. In the event that the 
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customer in a service encounter is perceived to have flouted norms of politeness, 
reciprocal impoliteness by the service provider may not be considered illegitimate or 
inappropriate, given that ‘reactive impoliteness/rudeness is considered to be 
legitimate because of its position in a speech act sequence, that is, its non-initiating 
character’ (Kienpointner, 1997: 271). Reactive impoliteness may be seen as an 
attempt to restore face with a face attack of one’s own (Culpeper, 1996). However, 
my data do not corroborate this hypothesis. In Question 5 of the written questionnaire 
task, 52% of the respondents who participated in the task as customers deem reactive 
impoliteness on the part of the service provider to be unacceptable, defending their 
response in terms of the service provider’s perceived obligations.  Such feelings of 
service entitlement mean that reactive impoliteness by a service provider towards a 
customer is not likely to be a common occurrence, in view of the repercussions that 
could arise from the attempt. Austin (1990) draws a connection between power and 
the decision to defend one’s face when threatened, where doing so may result in 
consequences such as termination of employment:  
The major variable involved in the decision whether or not to save face is power. 
The power variable is the one which, more than others, allows an individual to be 
humiliating and coercive without fear of retribution. People cannot always be 
expected to defend their face when threatened, since the consequences of this 
could be more damaging than the face attack in other areas such as job security, 
employment prospects and physical safety. (p. 279) 
 
Finally, although a claim lying outside the scope of the study and therefore not 
empirically substantiated, service encounter impoliteness may be tolerated, or not 
even labelled thus, in contexts where frankness of opinion is valued. I have argued 
that while the threshold for impoliteness is often very low in service encounters, 
behaviours that are construed as overpoliteness are not looked upon favourably either. 
Service providers who are seen to behave in an overly polite manner may be accused 
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of affectation or insincerity. Plastic surgeons are an example of service providers who 
may have to exercise particular caution in straddling the two extremes. In their line of 
work, plastic surgeons have to negotiate a fine balance between providing an adequate 
assessment of their patients’ appearance and maintaining a certain degree of 
deference. Patients who feel that plastic surgeons have exercised too much restraint in 
giving an honest appraisal of their appearance may take their business elsewhere. At 
the same time, unlike the waiter who suggests dessert or another cocktail, or the 
salesman who proffers another pair of shoes, plastic surgeons who attempt to push a 
product or service risk seriously insulting their patient. Interestingly however, and 
also unlike the pushy waiter and the salesman, surgeons who do the hard-sell may, 
ironically, be rewarded for their aggression with increased sales – patients who 
suddenly start seeing flaws where they hadn’t before thanks to the surgeon’s 
assessments may not be averse to receiving ‘corrective’ treatments. Furthermore, 
stances that may appear impolite in other contexts may not be similarly evaluated in 
the plastic surgeon’s office, and, even if it is evaluated as impolite, it may not be 
viewed as inappropriate to the situation. As discussed in Section 4.1.3, this points to 
the necessity for distinguishing between different levels of norms: individual, 
community and societal. For example, in a video recording of a plastic surgery 
consultation
25
, the surgeon points out the areas in his patient he sees as requiring 
correction, using expressions such as ‘wrinkly skin’, ‘unsightly fat pads’. On the one 
hand, while some of the contextual meanings associated with these expressions may 
be cause for impolite interpretations, having arisen from previous connections 
between these expressions and face-damaging encounters, it is more likely that the 
association of these expressions with the contextual presuppositions of a plastic 
surgeon’s office will filter out any potential hostility and even markedness. But bear 
                                                 
25
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LyAkWRaUE9I  
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in mind that even stances that are unmarked and politic can still offend (see also, 
Section 2.1.2). As Culpeper (2011) asserts,  
Face is sensitive to attack in any circumstance [and] face-attack can only be 
neutralised when the target can adequately factor in the context and people don’t 
automatically do that (p. 198). 
 
The patient who fails to adequately factor in contextual variables, such as the 
plastic surgeon’s institutionalised authority within the confines of his office, in which 
the suggestion of ‘improvements’ is typically viewed as part of the job, may perceive 
the surgeon’s face-attacking stances as offensive. Moreover, as the Japanese data 
show, stances that cross a certain threshold of face aggravating-ness may be labelled 
impolite, regardless of the hierarchical relations perceived between interlocutors.  
 
Other service providers who face roughly the same dilemma as plastic 
surgeons, although perhaps to a lesser extent, include dieticians, dermatologists, 
physical trainers and image consultants. These service providers provide services 
aimed at improving their customers’ appearance and the critique of physical 
appearance, even if invited, is particularly prone to causing offence or even hurt, 
because for some, especially for those who are concerned enough about it to want to 
do something about it, not only is it an emotionally charged and particularly face-
sensitive component of one’s identity, it is also a fairly immutable component. Yet, 
these services were engaged in the first place in the full knowledge, and even 
expectation, that some degree of face-attack will occur.  
 
In these two sections, I have used the findings from my data to explore the 
folk notion that the customer is always king, and have made arguments both for and 
against it. In the dominant customer service script, the service provider is perceived as 
both powerless and socially distant, and thus unable to enjoy access to as wide a range 
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of face-aggravating discursive practices as the customer. However, service provider 
impoliteness in the service encounter may not be entirely unlicensed on certain 
occasions, such as when the service provider is contextually associated with some 
form of power, if the customer initiates the impoliteness event, if frankness of opinion 
is necessary for the service to be delivered effectively or if the degree of face attack 
contained in a customer’s stance is particularly severe. Thus, in accordance with the 
title of this thesis, the customer is indeed not always king. In the next section, I revisit 
the definition of impoliteness postulated in Chapter 2, as well as the main hypothesis, 
and explore the extent to which the findings from my data provide support for them.  
 
5.3 Implications of Findings 
To recapitulate the objectives of the two data tasks, the rating scale was 
designed with the aim of exploring how power and social distance affect the 
perceived rights to discursive practices across the service encounter in particular, as 
well as across other types of interactions, while the questionnaire was designed to 
obtain anecdotes of impoliteness in the service encounter, so as to discover how 
participants characterise and respond to impoliteness. A number of important 
conclusions can be drawn from the data collected, all of which support the postulated 
definition of impoliteness in this thesis (see Section 2.1.3) and correspondingly, my 
hypothesis (reproduced here), which is based on that definition. This section relates 
the findings in the section above to the hypothesis: 
 
Impoliteness attitudes in a service encounter are activated when stances 
that communicate opposition to one’s desire for ratification, whether of 
the self or of social roles/identities and persons related to the self, are 
perceived. The activation of an impoliteness attitude is dependent on a 
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number of contextual variables, in particular, the perceived social 
distance and power differential between participants in the encounter, 
and on the interaction between these variables and the perceived social 
norms of the situation. 
 
Firstly, through the impoliteness metadiscourse elicited from the questionnaire 
task, we see that the respondents’ characterisation of impoliteness is largely consistent 
with the hypothesis that impoliteness should be treated in terms of a negative attitude 
towards a face-attacking stance, where interpretations of the latter as impoliteness are 
dependent on normative expectations and contextual variables. Looking first at the 
significance of norms in interpretations of impoliteness, we saw how participants 
drew on various and occasionally inconsistent ‘norms’ to justify their labelling of 
something or someone as impolite in the questionnaire, frequently with reference to 
the obligations and responsibilities perceived to be associated with a specific role. 
That their assumptions have normative status is evident from their use of modals and 
other verbs of obligation to frame their arguments. Something is seen as impolite 
when it runs contrary to one’s normative expectations. Moreover, the situation and 
role-specific nature of norms, and hence impoliteness, points to the fact that 
impoliteness should not be seen as a collection of linguistic strategies, as has 
traditionally been the case, but should instead be described in terms of a concept that 
allows for degrees of individual, situational and communal variability. Indeed, as I 
have discussed with reference to the data, the supposed norms that the respondents 
draw on to justify their responses can occasionally be quite idiosyncratic. Thus, in 
accordance with Culpeper’s (2011) suggestion, the notion of attitude is highly apt, 
given that it denotes a socio-cognitive, and hence, potentially dynamic, orientation 
towards outside stimuli. 
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Turning now to the concept of stance, the data from both the written 
questionnaire and the rating scale tasks show that often, it is not what someone says 
or does –i.e. their behaviour – that causes offence, but the attitude they adopt towards 
what they say or do – i.e. their stance – that results in impoliteness. It is the position 
adopted by speakers towards their propositions that are labelled impolite, rather than 
the propositions in themselves. I argued above that an analysis that investigates 
behaviours tends to focus on the propositions that are communicated and interpreted 
in an interaction, while sidelining the ways in which interlocutors orientate 
themselves towards these propositions. The data show that interactants draw on a 
wide range of both verbal and non-verbal cues, including intonation, non-verbal 
gestures, facial expressions and verbal expressions, to interpret the positions adopted 
by their interlocutor. It is the presence or absence of these communicative resources, 
whether occurring on their own or in combination with each other, that causes the 
face-attack perceived in certain propositions to be interpreted as serious or light-
hearted, intended or unintended and so on. This lends credence to my proposal that 
impoliteness is more accurately characterised in terms of a negative attitude towards 
specific stances, rather than specific behaviours, as is the case in Culpeper (2011).  
 
Thirdly, in all of the participants’ reports, the nature of the offending stances 
can be satisfactorily categorised under either Quality Face or Social Identity Face, 
thus substantiating my hypothesis that the categories of Association Rights and Equity 
Rights are irrelevant to a theory of impoliteness. The reason given in Section 2.1.3b is 
that equating impoliteness to Sociality Rights violations merely provides a shorthand 
to describe the impoliteness incident in an interaction, but does not provide a link 
between the incident and the subsequent offence experienced. It is only through the 
notion of face that the analyst can examine the impact of the incident, what I call the 
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communicative outcome, on the participants involved in the interaction. This was 
attributed to the fact that many of the principles encapsulated by the concept of 
Sociality Rights that are potentially relevant to a theory of impoliteness, are also 
encapsulated by the concept of face, but not vice versa. Indeed, as I have shown 
through my analysis of the reports of impoliteness incidents in Sections 4.1.2 to 4.1.4, 
what is at stake where issues of impoliteness are concerned, as claimed in the 
hypothesis above, is one’s desire for ratification, whether of the self, or of social 
roles/identities and persons related to the self, which correspond to Quality Face and 
Social Identity Face, and this desire subsumes one’s belief in the right to 
‘involvement, empathy and respect’ and ‘personal consideration from others and to be 
treated fairly’ (Spencer-Oatey, 2005: 100), i.e. Association Rights and Equity Rights 
respectively. 
 
Fourthly, the normative assumptions of power discovered in the informants’ 
responses to the questionnaire task not only persist in the rating scale task, but also 
interact with contextual variables, resulting in varying interpretations of face-
attacking stances, ranging from not impolite to strongly impolite. This lends support 
to my argument that the activation of impoliteness attitudes, upon encountering a 
face-attacking stance, is largely dependent on the interaction between context and the 
perceived social norms of the situation. Further, these variables may come into 
conflict with each other, resulting in varying trends where interpretations of 
impoliteness are concerned, even within the same individual. For example, while the 
majority of informants rate the customer the more powerful party in the service 
encounter – thereby displaying their normative expectations of an asymmetrical 
customer-service provider relationship – a sizable number of them rate the utterances 
of customers as less impolite only when the service provider is perceived as being 
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associated with low authoritativeness, and/or when the relationship between them is 
defined as maximally distant. In cases where the service provider is associated with 
high authoritativeness and/or the relationship between customer and service provider 
is defined as close, the impoliteness ratings of the customer’s utterances increase 
relative to those of the service provider’s, while the utterances of the authoritative 
and/or closely acquainted service provider may receive a ‘0’ impoliteness rating. As 
discussed above, in the case of the Japanese respondents, the degree of severity of the 
face-attacking stance also appears to be a factor in determining impoliteness. In 
contrast with the Singaporean informants, whose responses show fairly predictable 
trends along the lines observed above, power for the Japanese respondents seems to 
exert a noticeable influence on interpretations of impoliteness only when the 
perceived face-attack is severe. In other instances, social distance exerts a stronger 
influence, in much the same vein as that observed for the Singaporean respondents, 
except in an even more pronounced fashion. I argued that these findings correspond to 
those for the questionnaire task, in which the Japanese respondents were frequently 
observed in their reports to frame their discussions of offending incidents in terms of 
their interlocutors’ personal identities, whereas the Singaporean respondents tended to 
focus more on their social roles, a tendency which I attributed to kiasu-ism. I also 
postulated that the differences in findings amongst the two groups of respondents are 
possibly a result of variations in income differential, status-consciousness and 
acceptance of inequalities across the two countries.  
 
Thus, from their responses to both tasks, it is quite clear that interpretations of 
face-attacking stances as impoliteness are, on the whole, largely dependent on 
perceptions of power and social distance. Although other contextual variables, such as 
the socio-physical context and an interlocutor’s pragmatic competence are also 
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mentioned as factors in the respondents’ evaluations of impoliteness, the majority of 
the responses reflect a preoccupation with the type of relationship between 
interactants. In general, there is strong support for my view that negative perceptions 
of a face-attacking stance, and hence impoliteness, are highly dependent on 
perceptions of the vertical and horizontal distance between interlocutors. The same 
proposition is construed differently, depending on the perceived power differential 
and degree of closeness in the customer-service provider relationship. However, if 
one were to examine the results of the two tasks in conjunction with each other, some 
interesting discrepancies emerge, proving that the participants’ positions on 
impoliteness and power are not necessarily hardened ones – in short, what participants 
say they do may have little or no bearing on what they actually do. 
 
On the one hand, as has already been established above, it appears that most 
respondents perceive a differential distribution of rights to specific discursive 
practices within the service encounter, and their impoliteness metadiscourse in their 
answers to the questionnaire correspondingly indicates that they deem this the normal, 
natural scheme of things. On the other, however, a small minority, while apparently 
conceding to disparities in status and rights to discursive practices amongst the 
different participants in a service encounter, as evident from their responses to the 
rating scale, seem in the questionnaire task to demonstrate a resistance towards this 
apparent imbalance. In their self-reports of impoliteness in the service encounter, 
these participants described themselves as responding to initial face-attacks with 
counter face-attacks, despite claiming to occupy lower positions on the social 
hierarchy, as suggested by their own rankings in the rating scale.  
For example, J31 and S49, two respondents who have experience in the 
service sector, rate the customer as the more powerful party in the service encounter 
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and frequently give the service provider categories higher impoliteness ratings than 
the customer categories. J31, a part-time waiter, consistently ranks the waiter 
category in the Rating Scale task as more impolite than the customer across all five 
speech acts: the waiter category receives impoliteness ratings ranging from 3 to 4; in 
contrast, the customer category receives impoliteness ratings of 0 to 1. Yet, in his 
report for the questionnaire task, he describes how he responds with sarcasm to a 
group of ‘pushy’ (atsukamashī) and ‘insistent’ (ganko) customers. Similarly, S49, 
who works in a store during semester breaks, gives most of the service provider 
categories significantly higher impoliteness ratings than the customer categories, but 
describes in her questionnaire report a ‘telling off’ of a ‘rude’ customer. Their counter 
face attacks show that these participants do interpret as impolite the initial face-attack 
issued by their (seemingly) more powerful interlocutors. This means that, contrary to 
the findings from the rating scale, impoliteness attitudes can similarly be activated 
when a face-attacking stance derives from a position of high power as from one of 
low power. In other words, the perceived relationship between status and rights to 
discursive practices, when applied to an actual interaction, may no longer hold. 
Moreover, interactants who are of low status can adopt face-attacking stances as a 
means of resisting power. Whether an impoliteness attitude is then activated by these 
stances is dependent on the extent to which their interlocutors accept their attempt at 
resisting power. Jones and Merrison (2012: 1117) make a similar observation on the 
potential disjuncture between idealised notions of what constitutes appropriate and 
inappropriate behaviour in an interaction and an individual’s in situ evaluations of the 
interaction:  
Certainly, individuals come to interaction with pre-existing socio- pragmatic methods for 
interpreting and evaluating behaviour (cf. Davidson, 2006 [1986]) however, we argue that 
these are not necessarily operational absolutes in the moment of interaction and instead 
what interactants tend to orient to, are locally, interactionally negotiated practices.  
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This tension between perception and practice is in line with the approach taken in this 
thesis – impoliteness and power do not coexist in stable, predictable relationships. 
Power does not necessarily insulate one from accusations of impoliteness and, more 
importantly, power can be enacted through impoliteness. Thus, the data can be 
accounted for with an approach that treats impoliteness and power as fluid and 
unstable concepts.  
These mismatches between stereotyped, preconceived notions of the power 
positions of participants and what participants actually do or don’t do with that power 
(or the lack thereof) in an interaction, calls to mind Mills’ (2002) observation that, 
[l]anguage can be seen as an arena where power may be appropriated, rather than power 
roles being seen as frozen societal roles that are clearly mapped out for participants 
before an interaction takes place. (p. 74) 
 
The agency of individual actors may mean that institutionally determined power and 
status, or the lack thereof, may have little influence on the actual discursive practices 
of participants. In particular, various stances, both verbal and non-verbal, may be 
adopted as a means of enacting power in discourse (Fairclough, 1989). Moreover, 
although the current data do not contain any anecdotal examples, this line of 
reasoning can presumably be applied to the relationship between social distance and 
impoliteness as well. As argued above in previous sections, the discursive enactment 
of both power and social distance can either augment or undermine interpersonal 
boundaries that are perceived to exist prior to the discourse.  
  
Having discussed the above findings in relation to my hypotheses, we must 
now turn to their implications for the definition of impoliteness suggested in this 
thesis. In Chapter 2, I proposed a definition that attempts to bridge the gap between 




Impoliteness is a negative attitude towards stances that communicate opposition to one’s 
desire for ratification, whether of the self or of social roles/identities and persons related 
to the self. Not all stances of this nature give rise to impoliteness, as the activation of an 
impoliteness attitude is determined by the interaction between normative expectations 
relating to the situation and contextual variables, especially the (real or perceived) 
vertical and horizontal distances between participants. 
 
As with frameworks that follow closely in the footsteps of Brown and 
Levinson’s classic, second-order theory, this definition treats impoliteness as a 
technical term with universal applicability. It equates impoliteness to a particular 
attitude towards stances that attack or aggravate face. But at the same time, it adopts 
certain tenets from the discursive, first-order theorists, because it stresses context 
sensitivity and acknowledges the possibility of interpretative variation. Where the 
current approach differs from existing frameworks lies firstly in how it considers not 
just power and distance as static factors that exist outside of the interaction, but as 
factors that can be discursively constructed and manipulated, for instance, through the 
use of a face-attacking stance to exercsise power. Secondly, the concern is with how 
power and distance impact the perception of impoliteness, rather than how the affect 
the use of impoliteness strategies, as is the case with theories that follow in the Brown 
and Levinson tradition. The current approach also focuses on the interaction between 
power and distance and contextual norms, rather than just power and distance in 
isolation. In the presence of some hypothesized social norm, power and distance don’t 
necessarily have a straightforward, predictable impact on impoliteness. For example, 
the norm of the powerful customer who is always right may come into conflict with 
norms of equity and reciprocity, such that impoliteness from the customer is 
interpreted as unlicensed, and may even be met with reciprocal impoliteness from the 
service provider.  In addition to social norms, interlocutor stance is also posited as an 
important variable in the evaluation of impoliteness. While previous theories consider 
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speech acts and verbal and non-verbal behavior, I postulate that these are insufficient. 
Theories of impoliteness should additionally consider the position that one’s 
interlocutor adopts towards a particular speech act or behaviour. Finally, the 
respondents are asked to consider other possible factors that affect their perception of 
impoliteness; although their responses provide evidence for the need to consider 
sociophysical context and pragmatic competence as factors in interpreting 
impoliteness, power, distance and interactant stance prove to be quantitatively more 
important as variables.  
The Singaporean data provide strong validation for this approach. When 
encountering stances that challenge their personal or social identities, the majority of 
the Singaporean respondents adopt a clearly negative attitude, as seen from the 
various labels they use to describe their interlocutors. The adjectives suggested by the 
respondents, such as rude, disrespectful, prickly, bitchy etc, all share semantic 
relations with the lexeme impoliteness. Moreover, the Singaporean data contain 
strong evidence of context dependence, where interpretations of impoliteness are 
concerned. Whether an utterance is labelled impolite – as well as the degree to which 
it is impolite – appears to be contingent on the perceived social distance and power 
differential between interlocutors. Such context sensitivity is also reflected in the 
norms respondents draw on to justify their evaluations of their interlocutors; various 
(metalinguistic) expectations associated with the community of practice of the service 
encounter, such as that of the customer-service provider hierarchy, are mentioned in 
their  accounts as a means of rationalising their reactions.    
 
In contrast, the findings from the Japanese data, while mostly validating my 
definition of impoliteness, also raise some questions. While the informants’ responses 
show that context is certainly an important consideration in determining impoliteness, 
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the absolute impoliteness of an expression appears to play a role too. So, while the 
Japanese data are similar to the Singaporean data, in that most respondents display a 
negative orientation towards stances that suggest face aggravation, a key difference is 
found in the way that resulting interpretations of impoliteness depend not just on 
context, but also the degree of face aggravation contained in the stance. Moreover, 
this seems to be case only where the power variable is concerned; unlike the 
Singaporean respondents, the power variable seems to impact the Japanese 
impoliteness evaluations less consistently than the distance variable. In particular, 
power appears to be a relevant variable only when the degree of face-attack contained 
in an utterance is perceived as severe. When the face-attack is moderate, social 
distance, rather than power, appears to be the relevant contextual variable. This 
consideration of the absolute impoliteness of an expression mirrors the concern with 
linguistic strategies in theories that position themselves as second-order. Thus, the 
emphasis on semantic impoliteness, in addition to pragmatic impoliteness, suggests 
that my definition of impoliteness may require some fine-tuning, to incorporate a 
more second-order slant.  
Impoliteness is a negative attitude towards stances that communicate opposition to one’s 
desire for ratification, whether of the self or of social roles/identities and persons related 
to the self. Not all stances of this nature give rise to impoliteness, as the activation of an 
impoliteness attitude is determined by the interaction between normative expectations 
relating to the situation, contextual variables, especially the (real or perceived) vertical 
and horizontal distances between participants, and, on occasion, the degree to which the 
stance(s) communicates opposition to one’s desire for ratification. 
 
 
The words in italics have been appended to the original definition, to account 
for interactants for whom the absolute impoliteness of a particular expression is an 
equally or more important consideration than contextual factors, as appears to be the 
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case for the Japanese respondents. In this definition of impoliteness, impoliteness is 
determined by the social norms and contextual variables pertaining to a particular 
situation, as well as the degree of severity contained in the face-aggravating stance. 
While the other factors listed in the definition above, i.e. the normative expectations 
and contextual variables of a particular situation, are more characteristic of a first-
order approach, given their orientation towards situated evaluations of impoliteness, 
the last factor implies an emphasis on shared conventionalised impoliteness strategies, 
and thus, a second-order agenda. This combined focus on impoliteness as inherent in 
particular stances and impoliteness as evaluations of particular stances in context 
draws together both types of approaches, an endeavour which the data obtained in this 
thesis have shown to be necessary, in order to account for impoliteness across 






The primary objective in this thesis has been to explore the concept of 
impoliteness, with the help of empirical data as support for its claims. Given the 
relative dearth of research on this subject, especially in comparison with that on 
politeness, the importance of such an enterprise cannot be adequately underscored. As 
discussed in Chapter 1, it is only in recent years that research on impoliteness has 
begun to gain favour. Moreover, whatever little research that exists offers conflicting 
views of the subject matter. Thus, I endeavour to formulate a definition of 
impoliteness that draws together the diverse approaches in the existing literature.  
 
The primary divide in the field lies between researchers who adopt a first-
order approach, in which impoliteness is understood as a lay term and the level of 
analysis is at the local judgments that interactants themselves make, and those who 
adopt a more classic, second-order approach, where the aim is to develop a model to 
analyse (im)politeness as a theoretical, linguistically-grounded concept. Certainly, this 
distinction is not always clearcut, given that some researchers are sympathetic to 
elements from both approaches; for instance, Terkourafi, Bousfield and Culpeper are 
essentially second-order theorists, but draw on certain second-order principles such as 
hearer perception, the possibility of other types of relational work in addition to 
politeness and impoliteness, and context sensitivity. Nevertheless, it is possible to 
make theoretical distinctions between first and second order concepts, and to explore 
their respective merits and shortcomings.  
 
As discussed in Chapter 2, the second-order approach has been primarily 
criticised for placing too much of an emphasis on speaker intention and universal 
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linguistic output strategies, while neglecting the role of perception and context. 
Context is often defined too simplistically, frequently being reduced to a small 
number of static variables. The model of face used in second-order approaches has 
also been faulted for its cultural bias and overly-individualistic concerns. In 
attempting to address these perceived flaws, first-order theorists posit models of 
impoliteness that incorporate a more dynamic model of communication and a heavier 
emphasis on context. However, these models then come under fire for over-
relativising the phenomenon and creating a theoretical vacuum; if everything is 
relative, then work on impoliteness can serve neither a predictive nor post-hoc 
descriptive function.  
 
Thus, the thesis seeks to formulate an approach that bridges this theoretical 
divide by reconciling the merits of existing theories, while mitigating their 
shortcomings. In such an approach, context and perception play a key role, but the 
notion of shared conventions of impoliteness, which may include particular linguistic 
strategies, is also emphasised. In essence, I make a case for a framework that can 
account for both semantic impoliteness and pragmatic impoliteness. As a means of 
validating this approach, I then test my claims by drawing on the service encounter, a 
context which is particularly suited for research on impoliteness given the abundance 
of impoliteness metadiscourse it attracts. 
 
As postulated in Chapter 2, impoliteness in this thesis is primarily defined in 
socio-cognitive terms as a type of negative attitude triggered by particular stimuli. By 
focusing on how participants orient themselves towards particular aspects of an 
interaction, such an approach addresses concerns with models of communication that 
over-emphasise speaker intention. Taking a cue from Culpeper (2011), I argued that 
even in the absence of perceived intention, a particular utterance or action can still 
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offend.  Perceived intentionality or non-intentionality frequently only exacerbates or 
mitigates the degree of offence caused.  
 
In defining impoliteness as an attitude that can vary from one community of 
practice of speakers to the next, my proposed approach to impoliteness also seeks to 
address the over-emphasis on universal strategies typically associated with a second-
order approach, where such an emphasis ignores the potential for cultural 
stratification. Thus, by defining impoliteness as an attitude that is contingent on 
external stimuli, my approach allows for an analysis that focuses on the contextually-
influenced judgments that interactants themselves make.  
 
The proposed definition in the thesis then suggests that impoliteness attitudes 
arise when certain stances are perceived in an interaction; this is the stimuli that 
trigger such attitudes. This is in line with a first-order approach, given that the notion 
of stance encompasses both linguistic and non-linguistic phenomena, and therefore 
resolves the problem with second-order approaches that over-emphasise verbal 
strategies. Moreover, I postulated that stance is a concept that is more useful than that 
of behaviour, which is found in most existing frameworks, in theorising impoliteness. 
What interlocutors respond to and label as impolite is often the position or orientation 
– i.e. the stance – adopted while enacting a particular behaviour, rather than the 
behaviour itself. The same behaviour, such as swearing, can be variably interpreted, 
depending on the position that the speaker adopts towards it. Thus, impoliteness 
attitudes are more accurately characterised as a consequence of particular stances, 
rather than behaviours.  
 
While the above so far appears to suggest an exclusively first-order approach, 
the proposed definition of impoliteness is also influenced by second-order 
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approaches, in which impoliteness is understood as a theoretical term. Specifically, to 
forestall the charges of over-relativism associated with strong versions of a first-order 
approach,  I posited that impoliteness attitudes occur specifically as a result of face-
attacking stances, which I defined as any stance that counter one’s desire for 
ratification, whether of the self or of social roles/identities and persons related to the 
self. Thus, unlike a number of first-order approaches which view face as discursively 
constructed within situated interactions (see, e.g. Locher, 2004. 2006a; Locher and 
Watts, 2005, 2008; Watts, 2003), face is regarded in this thesis as a theoretical 
abstraction that is independent of social interaction. This resonates with the classic 
approaches, which have, in turn, largely inherited Goffman’s (1967) concept of face.  
 
Thus, by indicating the exact nature of the type of stimuli that triggers 
impoliteness, i.e., stances that attack face, my definition shows a clear second-order 
inclination, whereby impoliteness is treated as a technical concept with universal 
application. Accordingly, any negative evaluation of a face-attacking stance counts as 
impoliteness in such an approach, whether or not the lexeme impoliteness is actually 
invoked by the interactant(s). However, with the inclusion of the caveat that negative 
interpretations of face-attacking stances are largely dependent on the interaction 
between particular social norms and contextual variables, my definition again takes 
on a more first-order slant. Context is once again highlighted, with particular 
emphasis on the (real or perceived) vertical and horizontal distances between 
participants, and the norms that characterise particular communities of practice. 
 
In contrast to a number of second-order models of impoliteness, in which 
context is reduced to a few static variables (e.g. Culpeper, 1996; Lachenicht, 1980), 
power and social distance in the thesis are characterised as factors that may be 
variably interpreted by participants in an interaction, and that can moreover be 
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constituted and contested discursively within the interaction. Thus, as the title of the 
thesis suggests, customers may not always have the upper hand in a service encounter. 
In other words, power or status accorded by institutions and social structures, as well 
as the perceived distance between participants may be altered via discourse
26
. 
Moreover, I hypothesised that interpretations of impoliteness are affected not so much 
by these variables alone, but by the interaction of these variables with social norms 
specific to the situation. Thus, following from the service encounter analogy, service 
providers are not inherently powerless, relative to the customer. In some ways, such 
as their dependence on customer satisfaction for a positive performance appraisal, 
service providers may wield little power. However, as discussed above in Chapter 2, 
they are often associated with varying degrees of Expert Power relative to the 
customer, given the specialised knowledge or skills required to carry out their duties. 
Given this negotiable hierarchy, it is often the influence of the customer service script, 
in which the normative expectation is for service providers to be polite, that leaves 
face-attacking stances particularly susceptible to being labelled impolite.  
 
The thesis also makes an argument for adopting Spencer-Oatey’s (eg 2008) 
concept of face from the Rapport Management Model. While face is central to most 
research on politeness and impoliteness, it is conceptually as contentious as 
impoliteness, especially when applied across different cultures. By positing both a 
personal and social dimension to face, Spencer-Oatey’s framework resolves the 
problem of the application of face to cultures that value collectivism over 
individualism. However, in contrast to other frameworks of politeness and 
impoliteness that include face as a component, beginning with Brown and Levinson’s 
(1978 [1987]) seminal work, I hypothesised that only those aspects equivalent to 
                                                 
26
 See Chapter 2 for discussion of Fairclough’s (1989: 43) distinction of power behind discourse and 
power in discourse. 
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positive face should be used to explain impoliteness, and not those that correspond to 
negative face. Thus, in regard to the Rapport Management Model, only Quality Face 
and Social Identity Face should be used, to the exclusion of Equity Rights and 
Association Rights. I explained that negative face, and the concepts that correspond to 
it, are redundant to a theory of impoliteness because they only serve a descriptive 
function – to paraphrase or label the offending stance. In contrast, positive face, and 
its corresponding concepts, can provide an explanation as to why the stance is 
considered offensive. Thus, in the interest of parsimony, I hypothesised that only 
Quality Face and Social Identity Face should have a place in a theory of impoliteness. 
 
To test the above hypotheses, I investigated perceptions of impoliteness across 
a range of service encounters, a context that was selected for its potential to attract 
impoliteness metadiscourse. Because the relationship between customer and service 
provider is typically perceived as distant and hierarchical, impoliteness in the service 
encounter can take on a particular salience, thus leading to metadiscursive comments 
that invoke norms pertaining to the obligations and responsibilities perceived as 
associated with the service provider role. Given the widely established potential for 
cross-cultural variation in pragmatic norms (eg Zamborlin, 2007; Thomas, 1983), the 
thesis compares Singapore and Japan, two East Asian nations that share not just a 
model of economic development, but Confucian values which potentially impact 
impoliteness norms. The responses of 100 informants from both countries were 
randomly selected for analysis. 
 
A combination of qualitative and quantitative data methods were used in the 
thesis. The first comprises a written questionnaire aimed at obtaining anecdotes of 
impoliteness in service encounters from both the customer’s and service provider’s 
perspectives. By examining their retrospective discussions of impoliteness events, 
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insight was gained into the participants’ understandings of impoliteness, as they made 
explicit the boundaries that were perceived to have been transgressed. Next, a rating 
scale was used to gauge the impact of asymmetries in perceived power and social 
distance on interpretations of impoliteness in the service encounter, relative to other 
contextual variables. 
 
The data obtained from the written questionnaire mostly validated the 
hypotheses. Firstly, that impoliteness should be conceptualised in terms of a 
potentially variable attitude is particularly evident in a number of the informants’ 
accounts, in which somewhat idiosyncratic notions of impoliteness were apparent. 
Next, informants also showed that, in arriving at an evaluation of impoliteness, it is 
interlocutor stance, rather than behaviour, that is important. What gets labelled as 
impoliteness is not an interlocutor’s actions (linguistic or otherwise) – i.e. 
behaviour(s) – but the position adopted towards those actions. The findings thus 
support my hypothesis regarding the key importance of the concept of stance in 
impoliteness. Thirdly, various normative assumptions were drawn on to rationalise 
interpretations of impoliteness; while a number of these were of a general nature and 
potentially applicable to any community of practice, many of these assumptions refer 
to the perceived customer-service provider hierarchy in the service encounter. This 
supports my argument that interpretations of impoliteness are dependent on the 
interaction between perceived norms and interlocutor relationship. Fourthly, there 
were several accounts of offence resulting from unintentional impoliteness, thus 
validating the hypothesis that speaker intention should not be emphasised in a theory 
of impoliteness. And, penultimately, a number of informants also described incidents 
in which they carried out counter face-attacks despite supposedly occupying positions 
of powerlessness, thus supporting the claim that power can be resisted discursively. 
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Finally, I showed that all the reported impoliteness incidents could be satisfactorily 
categorised using only the Rapport Management Model equivalents of Positive Face, 
thus providing support for my argument against the need for Negative Face and its 
equivalents in theorising impoliteness. 
 
In contrast, the data from the Rating Scale revealed that certain refinements to 
the proposed approach were required. On the one hand, the data obtained from the 
Singaporean respondents validated the hypothesis that power and social distance are 
the primary contextual variables affecting interpretations of impoliteness, although 
social distance proved to be the more influential factor overall. On the other hand, the 
Japanese data suggested a need for my definition of impoliteness to incorporate a 
more second-order slant, to account for semantic factors that may influence 
evaluations of impoliteness. To elaborate, the Singaporean data showed that 
interpretations of face-attacking stances as impoliteness are contingent on perceptions 
of the perceived social distance and status differential between interactants. The 
Japanese data, on the other hand, showed that while these variables are indeed 
important factors in their interpretations of impoliteness, respondents also displayed 
an inclination towards prioritising linguistic aspects over context. Specifically, their 
interpretations of impoliteness appeared to be greatly influenced by the degree of face 
attack or aggravation conveyed by particular conventionalised impoliteness formulae. 
In other words, the Japanese respondents displayed a greater sensitivity towards the 
absolute impoliteness of an utterance. It was only in instances of severe face-attack 
that the perceived authoritativeness of one’s interlocutor appeared to have any effect 
on the interpretation of that face attack as impolite. In instances where the face-attack 
conveyed in the utterance was mild, only the social distance between interlocutors 
appeared to have an effect on their interpretations of impoliteness. The consequence 
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of this finding was a moderation of my initial definition of impoliteness to include a 
stronger emphasis on verbal strategies. The new definition is therefore able to account 
for both semantic and pragmatic impoliteness, thereby rendering it a true 
rapprochement of the discursive and classic approaches.  
 
Altogether, my proposed approach to impoliteness presents both an alignment 
with and departure from previous research in this relatively nascent field. More 
research is needed to ascertain the applicability of this approach, particularly across 
diverse cultures and contexts, and preferably with different yet complementary 
methodology. While the current study includes a section on non-specific interactions, 
i.e. interactions beyond the service encounter, more work in this area could be 
undertaken, to ascertain if the findings from this thesis have general applicability. For 
example, although it was found that perceived social distance is a more important 
variable than status differential in interpretations of impoliteness, this may not be the 
case in certain highly unique contexts, such as in a cadet training school or a court of 
law, where there is a very rigid hierarchy between interlocutors. Research across more 
nationalities should also be carried out, not just to test the validity of the proposed 
definition of impoliteness, but, given the culturally sensitive nature of social norms, to 
explore those that have an impact on perceptions of impoliteness. Finally, research on 
the practical implications arising from the current study should also be undertaken. 
The differences in findings between the two groups suggest that service training needs 
to be culturally sensitive. The Japanese data show that the respondents’ main concern 
is with the social distance between customer and service provider, rather than the 
power differential between them. Taken together with research on Japanese service 
culture suggesting that Japanese service, while indubitably professional and polite, 
lacks warmth and personalization, there may be a need for service training in Japan to 
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focus on methods that can discursively reduce the social distance between customer 
and service provider, thereby constructing a tachiba/relationship that indexes greater 
solidarity, The Singaporean data, in contrast, show that the respondents emphasize the 
status differences between customer and service provider. The service culture in 
Singapore is still very much framed by the notion that the customer is always right 
The hallmark of good service in Singapore is the Singapore Girl on board Singapore 
Airlines. The kind of servitude and subservience the Singapore Girl is known for has 
become the benchmark to which local companies aspire. In a society facing rapid 
economic development and cultural shift, complaining about the quality of service has 
indexical meaning in itself, as it is seen as a way of performing upper class. 
According to an article in The Straits Times (June 14, 2013), Singaporean customers 
are more exposed and better travelled, and thus tend to compare more. They are also 
increasingly vocal, especially on social media, and have increasingly higher 
expectations of good service, especially when more money is spent on the service. 
This is in line with the findings from the written questionnaire, pertaining to how the 
majority of the Singaporean respondents discussed the financial repercussions of 
impolite service. Following from this, it may not be a simple case of service standards 
in Singapore needing improvement, but a change in mindset towards service 
providers, The government may wish to encourage Singaporeans to adopt a more 
egalitarian attitude towards vocational jobs, perhaps by offering bursaries and 
scholarships in vocational training institutes and publicizing emerging talents. In sum, 
research on impoliteness is important, not just to bring it up to par with research on 
politeness, but also because it is inextricably tied to the human experience. By 
addressing concerns with current theories and broaching new concepts, this thesis is a 
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The customer is (not) always king: Impoliteness 









Instructions: There are two forms in this questionnaire. You only have to answer ONE.  
 
Please choose Form A if you have had no experience working as a service provider.  
 







1. Think of a service encounter in your current country of residence in which you 
were left feeling out-of-sorts (eg: annoyed, uncomfortable, irritated, offended, 
hurt, threatened, awkward, angered, patronized, discomfited etc) because of 





2. Please give as full an account as you can of the incident, including how it was 
resolved. Describe the i) words ii) tone of voice iii) gestures and iv) facial 





3. Reflecting again on your answer to Question 1, why do you think you felt out-





4. Would you have felt less out-of-sorts about the service provider’s service had 












5. If the situation were reversed, and YOU had somehow made the service 
provider feel out-of-sorts first, do you think he/she would have been justified 




6. Describe an encounter with a service provider in which, through your 
actions/words, you think YOU made a SP feel out-of-sorts. Please give as full 
an account as you can of the incident, including the words or gestures 
exchanged, the reactions of those involved, how the situation was resolved and 










1. Think of an encounter in your current country of residence with a customer in 
which you were left feeling out-of-sorts (eg: annoyed, uncomfortable, 
irritated, offended, hurt, threatened, awkward, angered, patronized, 
discomfited etc) because of a customer. Please suggest a word that best 




2. Please give as full an account as you can of the incident, including how it was 
resolved. Describe the i) words ii) tone of voice iii) gestures and iv) facial 





3. Reflecting again on Question 1, why do you think you felt out-of-sorts? For 




4. Would you have felt less out-of-sorts about the customer’s behaviour had you 












5. If the situation were reversed, and YOU had somehow made the customer feel 
out-of-sorts first, do you think the customer would have been justified in 






6. Describe an encounter with a customer in which, through your actions/words, 
you think YOU made a customer feel out-of-sorts. Please give as full an 
account as you can of the incident, including the words or gestures exchanged, 







The customer is (not) always king: Impoliteness 









Instructions: There are two forms in this questionnaire. You only have to answer ONE.  
 
Please choose Form A if you have had no experience working as a service provider.  
 
Please choose Form B if you have had experience working as a service provider. 
 
















1. Think of a service encounter in your current country of residence in which you were 
left feeling out-of-sorts (eg: annoyed, uncomfortable, irritated, offended, hurt, 
threatened, awkward, angered, patronized, discomfited etc) because of the service 











2. Please give as full an account as you can of the incident, including how it was 
reslved. Describe the i) words ii) tone of voice iii) gestures and iv) facial expressions 








3. Reflecting again on your answer to Question 1, why do you think you felt out-of-
















4. Would you have felt less out-of-sorts about the service provider’s service had you 








5. If the situation were reversed, and YOU had somehow made the service provider feel 
out-of-sorts first, do you think he/she would have been justified in responding in the 









6. Describe an encounter with a service provider in which, through your actions/words, 
you think YOU made a service provider feel out-of-sorts. Please give as full an 
account as you can of the incident, including the words or gestures exchanged, the 














1. Think of an encounter in your current country of residence with a customer in which 
you were left feeling out-of-sorts (eg: annoyed, uncomfortable, irritated, offended, 
hurt, threatened, awkward, angered, patronized, discomfited etc) because of a 











2. Please give as full an account as you can of the incident, including how the incident 
was resolved. Describe the i) words ii) tone of voice iii) gestures and iv) facial 








3. Reflecting again on Question 1, why do you think you felt out-of-sorts? For e.g., was 














4. Would you have felt less out-of-sorts about the customer’s behaviour had you known 







5. If the situation were reversed, and YOU had somehow made the customer feel out-
of-sorts first, do you think the customer would have been justified in responding in 








6. Describe an encounter with a customer in which, through your actions/words, you 
think YOU made a customer feel out-of-sorts. Please give as full an account as you 
can of the incident, including the words or gestures exchanged, the reactions of those 

















The customer is (not) always king: 









Instructions: This is a rating exercise which examines your reactions to 
impoliteness in different service encounters.  
 
There are a total of five tasks in this exercise. Each task comprises a 
number of sub-tasks.  
 







1a. Firstly, how impolite are the following four expressions? Rate them using the 
following scale and mark your answer with a circle. 
 
(E) “Could you speak up” 
 
Survey:  This 
expression is 
impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
 
(F) “That is incorrect” 
 
Survey:  This 
expression is 
impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
 
(G) “You’re not listening” 
 
Survey:  This 
expression is 
impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
 
(H) “I don’t have all day you know” 
 
Survey:  This 
expression is 
impolite: 




































2a In a service encounter, is the SP or the customer more powerful? 
d) SP 
e) Customer 
f) Both are equally powerful 
 
 





2b. How would you rate the above service providers in terms of 




Survey:  The 
SP is 
authoritative 












Call Center Agent 





Next, consider the following five pairs of scenarios involving interactions between 
the same five service providers and their respective customers.  
 
In the first of each pair, the service provider and customer are close friends. In 
the second, they are complete strangers.  
 
Pay special attention to the service provider’s response at the end of each 




Scenario A1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
 
Service Provider : Makes an offer of service  
Customer     : States service request   
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “could you speak up”  
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 






Scenario A2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
 
Service Provider : Makes an offer of service  
Customer     : States service request   
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “could you speak up”  
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 







Scenario B1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
 
Service Provider : Provides details of the service to be rendered 
Customer     : Queries validity of service provider’s statements  
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “you’re not listening” 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 







Scenario B2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
 
Service Provider : Provides details of the service to be rendered 
Customer     : Queries validity of service provider’s statements  
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “you’re not listening” 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 




Scenario C1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
 
Service Provider : Explains nature of the service to be rendered  
Customer     : Reformulates SP’s explanation  
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “that is incorrect” 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 








Scenario C2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
 
Service Provider : Explains nature of the service to be rendered  
Customer     : Reformulates SP’s explanation  
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “that is incorrect” 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 







Scenario D1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
 
Service Provider : Enquires if customer requires further service 
Customer          : Pauses to consider  
Service Provider : Says, “I don’t have all day, you know”  
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 








Scenario D2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
 
Service Provider : Enquires if customer requires further service 
Customer          : Pauses to consider  
Service Provider : Says, “I don’t have all day, you know”  
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 





Scenario E1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
 
Service Provider : Announces that the service requested is forthcoming 
Customer          :  Replies with statement of thanks 
Service Provider : Responds with silence. 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent 







Scenario E2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
 
Service Provider : Announces that service requested will be forthcoming 
Customer          :  Replies with statement of thanks 
Service Provider : Responds with silence. 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service 
providers. 
 
Survey:  SP is 
being 
impolite 












Call Center Agent  









Now, the scenarios are reversed and the focus is on the customers’ responses at 
the end of each scenario.  
 
As before, the scenarios come in pairs, where the service provider and customer 
are close friends in the first of each pair, and complete strangers in the second. 
 
Pay special attention to the customers’ responses at the end of each scenario, 




Scenario F1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
 
Customer     : Makes a request for service  
Service Provider : Clarifies customer request  
Customer     : Responds by saying, “could you speak up.”  
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 



















Call Center Agent 




Scenario F2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
 
Customer     : Makes a request for service  
Service Provider : Clarifies customer request  
Customer     : Responds by saying, “could you speak up.”  
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center  
Agent 




Scenario G1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
 
Customer           : Elaborates on service request   
Service Provider : Clarifies understanding of request  
Customer     : Responds by saying, “you’re not listening” 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center Agent 






Scenario G2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
 
Customer           : Elaborates on service request   
Service Provider : Clarifies understanding of request  
Customer     : Responds by saying, “you’re not listening” 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center Agent 




Scenario H1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
 
Customer:           Recapitulates service request 
Service Provider : Reformulates customer’s request  
Customer      : Responds by saying, “that is incorrect” 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center Agent 








Scenario H2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
 
Customer:           Recapitulates service request  
Service Provider : Reformulates customer’s request  
Customer      : Responds by saying, “that is incorrect” 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center Agent 
Rating:      
266 
 
Scenario I1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
 
Customer:           Enquires when service will be rendered 
Service Provider : Pauses to consider 
Customer      : Responds by saying, “I don’t have all day you know” 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center Agent 









Scenario I2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
 
Customer:           Enquires when service will be rendered 
Service Provider : Pauses to consider 
Customer      : Responds by saying, “I don’t have all day you know” 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center  
Agent 




Scenario J1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
 
Customer           : States that he has no other service requests 
Service Provider  : Thanks customer for patronage 
Customer            : Responds with silence. 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center Agent 








Scenario J2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
 
Customer           : States that he has no other service requests 
Service Provider  : Thanks customer for patronage 
Customer            : Responds with silence. 
 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for the customers of each of the 


















Call Center Agent 






Please answer the following questions: 
 
 
4. In an interaction, I take my power over someone, and/or their power 
over me, into consideration when labeling their utterance(s) as impolite. If 
your answer is maybe, please explain why. 
 
Yes No 
 Maybe:  
___________________________ 
 
5. In an interaction, I take my closeness to someone into consideration 
when labeling their utterance(s) as impolite. If your answer is maybe, 
please explain why. 
 
Yes No 




6.  In an interaction, are there other factors that you consider when labeling 

















The customer is (not) always king: 








Instructions: This is a rating exercise which examines your reactions to 
impoliteness in different service encounters.  
 
There are a total of five tasks in this exercise. Each task comprises a 
number of sub-tasks.  
 
















1a. Firstly, how impolite are the following four expressions? Rate them using the 




(A)“Could you speak up” 
(A) 「もう少し大きな声で話してください」 
Survey:  This expression 
is impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
調査：これは失礼な表
現である： 




(B) “That is incorrect” 
(B) 「それは正しくありません」 
Survey:  This expression 
is impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
調査：これは失礼な表
現である： 




(C) “You’re not listening” 
(C) 「私の話を聞いていませんね」 
Survey:  This expression 
is impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
調査：これは失礼な表
現である： 




(D) “I don’t have all day you know” 
(D)「こっちも暇じゃないんですよね」 
Survey:  This expression 
is impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
調査：これは失礼な表
現である： 





   1b. Using the same scale, rank the act of “non-expression”, i.e. silence 
1b. 同様に、「無反応」、つまり「無言」について評価してください。  
 
Survey:  Silence is 
impolite: 
0 = Strongly disagree 1 = Disagree 2 = Neutral  3 = Agree  4 = Strongly Agree 
調査：「無言」は失礼
である： 














2a. How would you rank them in terms of prestige? Rank them on a scale where                        





















2b. How would you rank the same service providers in terms of authoritativeness?  






















































Next, consider the following five pairs of scenarios involving interactions between 
the same five service providers and their respective customers.  
 
In the first of each pair, the service provider and customer are close friends. In 
the second, they are complete strangers.  
 
Pay special attention to the service provider’s response at the end of each 

















Scenario A1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
 
シナリオ A1  
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とは親しい友人） 
 
Service Provider :  Makes an offer of service  
Customer:   States service request   
Service Provider :  Responds by saying, “could you speak up”  
 
サービスプロバイダー:  サービスを申し出る。 
客:    要求を述べる。 
サービスプロバイダー：  「大きな声で言ってもらえますか。」と言って応える。 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
Scenario A2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
 
シナリオ A2  
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とはまったくの他人） 
 
Service Provider :  Makes an offer of service  
Customer:   States service request   
Service Provider :  Responds by saying, “could you speak up”  
 
サービスプロバイダー:  サービスを申し出る。 
客:    要求を述べる。 
サービスプロバイダー：  「大きな声で言ってもらえますか。」と言って応える。 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 










Scenario B1  
 
シナリオ B1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とは親しい友人） 
 
Service Provider : Provides details of the service to be rendered 
Customer   : Queries validity of service provider’s statements  
Service Provider : Responds by saying, “you’re not listening” 
 
サービスプロバイダー: 提供するサービスを詳しく述べる。 
客:   サービスプロバイダーが発言したことの正確性を問う。 
サービスプロバイダー: 「ちゃんと聞いてないじゃないですか。」と言って応える。 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
Scenario B2  
 
シナリオ B2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とはまったくの他人） 
 
Service Provider:  Provides details of the service to be rendered 
Customer:  Queries validity of service provider’s statements  
Service Provider:  Responds by saying, “you’re not listening” 
 
サービスプロバイダー: 提供するサービスを詳しく述べる。 
客:   サービスプロバイダーが発言したことの正確性を問う。 
サービスプロバイダー: 「ちゃんと聞いてないじゃないですか。」と言って応える。 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 




シナリオ C1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とは親しい友人） 
 
Service Provider:  Explains nature of the service to be rendered  
Customer:   Reformulates service provider’s explanation  
Service Provider:  Responds by saying, “that is incorrect” 
 
サービスプロバイダー : 提供するサービスの特徴を説明する。 
客:    サービスプロバイダーの説明を要約し言い換える。 
サービスプロバイダー:  「それは違います。」と言って応える。 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
Scenario C2  
シナリオ C2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とはまったくの他人） 
 
Service Provider:  Explains nature of the service to be rendered  
Customer:   Reformulates service provider’s explanation  
Service Provider:  Responds by saying, “that is incorrect” 
 
サービスプロバイダー:  提供するサービスの特徴を説明する。 
客:    サービスプロバイダーの説明を要約し言い換える。 
サービスプロバイダー:  「それは違います。」と言って応える。 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 











Scenario D1  
シナリオ D1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とは親しい友人） 
 
Service Provider:  Enquires if customer requires further service 
Customer:   Pauses to consider  
Service Provider:  Says, “I don’t have all day, you know”  
 
サービスプロバイダー： 客が他のサービスについても知りたいかどうかたずねる。 
客：   少しの間考える。  
サービスプロバイダー： 「こっちも暇じゃないんですよね」と言う。  
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
Scenario D2  
シナリオ D2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とはまったくの他人） 
 
Service Provider: Enquires if customer requires further service 
Customer:  Pauses to consider  
Service Provider: Says, “I don’t have all day, you know”  
 
サービスプロバイダー： 客が他のサービスについても知りたいかどうかたずねる。 
客：   少しの間考える。  
サービスプロバイダー： 「こっちも暇じゃないんですよね」と言う。  
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 





Scenario E1  
シナリオ E1  
(Service provider and customer are close friends) 
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とは親しい友人） 
 
Service Provider:  Announces that the service requested is forthcoming 
Customer:   Replies with statement of thanks 
Service Provider:  Responds with silence. 
 
サービスプロバイダー： 要求されたサービスが近日中に提供される旨を述べる。 
客：   感謝の言葉で応じる。 
サービスプロバイダー： 無言で応じる。 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
 
Scenario E2  
シナリオ E2  
(Service provider and customer are complete strangers) 
（サービスプロバイダーと顧客とはまったくの他人） 
 
Service Provider: Announces that service requested will be forthcoming 
Customer:  Replies with statement of thanks 
Service Provider : Responds with silence. 
 
サービスプロバイダー： 要求されたサービスが近日中に提供される旨を述べる。 
客：   感謝の言葉で応じる。 
サービスプロバイダー： 無言で応じる。 
 
Using the scale provided, please provide ratings for each of the five service providers. 
下記の評価基準を用いて、５つのサービスプロバイダーのそれぞれについて評価してください。 
 
Survey: SP is being 
impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 











Now, the scenarios are reversed and the focus is on the customers’ responses at 
the end of each scenario.  
 
As before, the scenarios come in pairs, where the service provider and customer 
are close friends in the first of each pair, and complete strangers in the second. 
 
Pay special attention to the customers’ responses at the end of each scenario, 


















Scenario F1  
シナリオ F1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとは親しい友人） 
 
Customer:   Makes a request for service  
Service Provider:  Clarifies customer request  
Customer:   Responds by saying, “could you speak up.”  
 
客:   サービスを申し出る。 
サービスプロバイダー:  要求を述べる。 
客:    「大きな声で言ってもらえますか。」と言って応える。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
Scenario F2  
シナリオ F2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとはまったくの他人） 
 
Customer:  Makes a request for service  
Service Provider:  Clarifies customer request  
Customer:  Responds by saying, “could you speak up.”  
 
客:    サービスを申し出る。 
サービスプロバイダー:  要求を述べる。 
客：    「大きな声で言ってもらえますか。」と言って応える。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 










Scenario G1  
シナリオ G1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとは親しい友人） 
 
Customer:   Elaborates on service request   
Service Provider:  Clarifies understanding of request  
Customer:  Responds by saying, “you’re not listening” 
 
客:    サービスの要求について詳細を加える。 
サービスプロバイダー: 要求が理解できているかを確認する。 
客:    「ちゃんと聞いてないじゃないですか。」と言って応える。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
Scenario G2  
シナリオ G2 
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとはまったくの他人） 
 
Customer           : Elaborates on service request   
Service Provider  : Clarifies understanding of request  
Customer    : Responds by saying, “you’re not listening” 
 
客:    サービスの要求について詳細を加える。 
サービスプロバイダー:  要求が理解できているかを確認する。 
客:    「ちゃんと聞いてないじゃないですか。」と言って応える。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 




Scenario H1  
シナリオ H1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとは親しい友人） 
 
Customer:   Recapitulates service request 
Service Provider:  Reformulates customer’s request  
Customer:   Responds by saying, “that is incorrect” 
 
客：            サービスの要求について要約する。 
サービスプロバイダー： 客の要求を言い換える。  
客：   「それは正しくありません」と言って応える。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
 
Scenario H2  
シナリオ H2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとはまったくの他人） 
 
Customer:            Recapitulates service request  
Service Provider:  Reformulates customer’s request  
Customer:   Responds by saying, “that is incorrect” 
 
客：            サービスの要求について要約する。 
サービスプロバイダー： 客の要求を言い換える。  
客：   「それは正しくありません」と言って応える。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 





Scenario I1  
シナリオ I1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
 
Customer:            Enquires when service will be rendered 
Service Provider: Pauses to consider 
Customer:  Responds by saying, “I don’t have all day you know” 
 
客：   客が他のサービスについても知りたいかどうかたずねる。 
サービスプロバイダー： 少しの間考える。  
客：   「こっちも暇じゃないんですよね」と言う。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
 
Scenario I2  
シナリオ I２  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとはまったくの他人） 
 
Customer:            Enquires when service will be rendered 
Service Provider: Pauses to consider 
Customer:  Responds by saying, “I don’t have all day you know” 
 
客：   客が他のサービスについても知りたいかどうかたずねる。 
サービスプロバイダー： 少しの間考える。  
客：   「こっちも暇じゃないんですよね」と言う。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 






Scenario J1  
シナリオ J1  
(Customer and service provider are close friends) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとは親しい友人） 
 
Customer:   States that he has no other service requests 
Service Provider:  Thanks customer for patronage 
Customer:   Responds with silence. 
 
客：   これ以上サービスの要求はないと伝える。 
サービスプロバイダー： 日頃の愛顧に感謝する旨を伝える。 
客：   無言で応える。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 
     
 
 
Scenario J2  
シナリオ J2  
(Customer and service provider are complete strangers) 
（顧客とサービスプロバイダーとはまったくの他人） 
 
Customer:  States that he has no other service requests 
Service Provider: Thanks customer for patronage 
Customer:  Responds with silence. 
 
客：   これ以上サービスの要求はないと伝える。 
サービスプロバイダー： 日頃の愛顧に感謝する旨を伝える。 
客：   無言で応える。 
 





is being impolite 




















Call Center Agent 
コールセンタースタッフ 
Rating (評価): 











1. In an interaction, I take my power over someone, and/or their power 
over me, into consideration when labeling their utterance(s) as impolite. If 





Yes No  Maybe:  ___________________________ 
はい いいえ  多分：___________________________ 
 
 
2. In an interaction, I take my closeness to someone into consideration 






Yes No  Maybe:  ___________________________ 
はい いいえ  多分：___________________________ 
 
 
3. In an interaction, what are the factors that you consider when viewing 














Table 4.1: Reports of Impoliteness in Service Encounters 




S1 I think that Singapore’s service industry has much catching up to do if 
Singapore wants to remain competitive. I've been to a restaurant where the 
staff doesn’t seem to know what courtesy means. I tried flagging their 
attention to place an order and when a Filipino waitress saw me she ignored 
me and walked past me. I waited at least five minutes to get someone else’s 
attention. When he took my order, he kept blabbering on and on about what 
the side orders were as if we were eating for free and just seemed so 
uninterested in his job. Even though the food was great, my entire 
experience was ruined by their attitudes. There are very few, if any, food 
establishments in Singapore that deliver quality service. The bosses are too 
busy pleasing their bosses to focus on the people who need the guidance – 
their staff. As long as the boss is happy, the customer doesn’t matter and like 
most things in Singapore, policies are inflexible. Singapore F+B needs to 
learn the meaning of “the customer is always right!” I think Singaporeans 
are too tolerant of poor service. 
SI Face Discourteous 
S2 I ordered a bowl of clam chowder at one of the restaurants, and this dish 
would usually be served in a bread bowl. When my order came, I thought 
my soup tasted more like another item in the menu – cream of vegetable. I 
had asked a server to check on this, but she told me in quite a condescending 
tone that what I have in front of me “Is clam chowder, because it is served in 
this bread bowl”. I insisted on a check, which she agreed to, but never got 
back on this matter. I thought that such a reputable restaurant would have 
experienced service staff on their grounds, and that if one staff was not too 
sure how to handle customer’s requests, he/she could at least check with a 
senior staff on duty that day. Also, I had expected that the restaurant in 
question would hire staff who would be willing to carry out their duties with 
pride and professionalism to ensure the satisfaction of the customer. 
SI Face Condescending, 
Unprofessional 
S3 I was choosing the dishes to go with my rice at a vegetarian stall. There 
weren’t many words exchanged, just that the person who was scooping up 
the dishes for me seemed impatient, without a smile on his face. As a service 
provider, he should be more pleasant to the customer. 
SI Face Impatient 
S4 This service provider was of little words, impatient, messy and kept rolling 
her eyes, when serving me. It was very unprofessional and uncalled for the 
service provider to roll her eyes at the customer.   
SI Face Rude 
S5 There was an admin staff at a hospital who was really insensitive towards 
the feelings of the patients and their relations. When I went to check about 
my dad’s appointment, that person just told me to wait until the queue 
number is called, without giving me any chance to explain my situation. 
That person was not even busy doing any work, as far as I could see. The 
staff should have shown more compassion and anyway, there can be no 
justification for a customer service officer to behave poorly to his or her 
customer. 
Q + SI 
Face 
Indifferent 
S6* I went to a bank to close my account. The queue was short so my turn came 
very fast. However, the young lady who served me seemed unfamiliar with 
my request, which I think a very simple request. She looked as if she did not 
know what to do and she also had to ask others. She asked me to wait twice 
and at the end informed me that she could not close my account because 
there was an outstanding debit transaction. I really felt annoyed. The bank 
should have provided a better service. 
- Inexperienced 
S7 A housing agent promised a lot of things when convincing us to sign the 
contract. However, he didn't provide us most of those that he promised. He 
kept saying “Isn't this good enough” with a very carefree tone, and his face 
looks as if nothing is wrong and we're just too demanding. 
Q Face Obnoxious 
S8 At a store where I enquired on the price of an item. As the salesperson 
answered, she started packing the item. When told that I wasn’t buying, she 






turned rude, which left me offended as there were other people around and 
she was unreasonable. She turned rude and commented in a harsh tone, 
“Don’t want to buy, then don’t ask for the price. Waste my time,” as she 
glared at me. Her tone was harsh, condescending, belittling; her body was 
turned away and she kept frowning and furrowing her eyebrows 
S9 Words such as “You not happy ah” and vulgarities were spoken 
unconditionally. The tone of voice was rude annoyed. There were not much 
gestures involved except for the occasional pointing of finger at the 
customer’s face. The service provider kept on frowning though the customer 
remained calm. I felt frustrated because as a local, this is not the way we 
should be treated in our own country especially by someone from a foreign 
land. This shows that we are looked down upon and we do not provide much 
importance to the service provider though we are still the common customer 
that the service provider faces every day. If such a situation occurred to just 
one person, what about to other customers? Are they treated the same way 
as well? This proves to be a worry for locals to be attracting foreign talent. 
SI Face Very rude 
S10 The service I once had buying a cinema ticket was so bad. The girl at the 
counter gave my sister and I a super ‘sian’ face when we just politely asked 
her to give us good seats! Then my sister was like, why is she angry with 
me? And I was like, these people are just crazy, don’t care! Massive attitude 
problem! 
SI Face Rude 
S11 I was at a mobile phone service center and trying to get information about a 
mobile phone plan, but the person was rude and seemed to be deliberately 
unhelpful, and in addition apparently did not know much about the plans at 
all. He was neither polite not helpful and spoke in a very condescending 
tone 
SI Face Condescending 
S12 I was waiting for my mobile simcard to be activated, I was left waiting so 
long without a queue number. When I asked about it, the kind of rude 
answer made me feel uncomfortable. Words were short without polite words 
such as ‘please’ or ‘would you mind’, tone of voice was bossy, facial 
expressions was cold without smiles. 
SI Face Arrogant 
S13 The waitress serving me in a restaurant was very impatient and looked rather 
unfriendly. While taking my order, she kept rolling her eyes and had on an 
unhappy expression. 
SI Face Impatient 
S14 I am on a flight back to Singapore. The man next to me presses the service 
button. A stewardess arrives and he asks for a can of Coke in fragmented 
English (he is clearly a NNS). She says she will bring him one. Someone in 
the row in front of us notices the presence of the stewardess and beckons to 
her. She walks forward to attend to him. After she’s done with him, she 
walks back again in our direction, presumably towards the galley. As she 
passes us, my seat companion stops her and asks her again for a can of 
Coke. She does not respond to him. Instead, she looks at another stewardess 
who is also coming towards us and remarks loudly, “Impatient ah, this guy”. 
And the two of them shake their heads and walk on. I’m not sure if my poor 
seat companion registered their rudeness because he didn’t react. 
Q + SI 
Face 
Bitchy 
S15 I was at a café. I wanted fish noodle soup. But I think I accidentally said dry 
instead of soup when I made my order. When it came, it was dry, so I told 
the waitress. She said, but you wanted dry. I said, ‘Oh sorry, I meant soup’. 
She took the bowl away and said loudly to a fellow waitress, ‘SHE told me 
she wanted dry, not soup’. As someone who is serving me, she really 
shouldn’t behave in that manner. 
SI Face Rude 
S16 I’m gonna complain about the staff who was working at a neoprint shop. 
Her attitude was HORRIBLE. I shall call her Banana. So firstly, my friend 
Clara wanted to change 2 $1 coins with her for a $2 note. She rudely 
refused. The decorating pen for the machine was spoilt and Banana took 
super long to fix it. We said the time was running out and she just stood 
there fiddling with it and even though we were done she was still there 
sticking some scotchtape on the pen. Refused to take in our money to 
change it for the "tokens" for the machine when we wanted to retake the 
second time. Okay so we gave $7 worth of coins but we didn't realise that 
SI Face Fucked up 
287 
 
we couldn't change more than $5 worth of coins but instead of just saying 
the normal "sorry we don't accept coins of more than $5" she just gave an 
attitude and even scolded Clara for giving coins! Outraged, Clara took out 
her phone to try to snap a photo of her to complain but she fiercely grabbed 
C's phone off her hands (SO RUDE!) she then FLICKED all our coins off 
the table top and threw the coins all at Clara. We demanded an apology and 
for her to pick up the coins. But she refused. WHICH IDIOT THROWS 
STUFF AT THEIR CUSTOMERS!??? Best part was, SHE USED A BOOM 
TO SWEEP OUR MONEY OUT OF THE SHOP. I mean like????! WTF? I 
was so shocked. Seriously, what an atrocious attitude. She even told Clara to 
"Go to Hell". So we told her to call her boss cos we wanted to speak to 
him/her so Banana did and she went to explain her side of the story to her 
boss first. Once he was on the phone with Clara he started shouting and 
scolding Clara, scolding her for being rude to his worker and even said 
something about her parents. WHAT KINDA BOSS IS THIS?  You don't 
say such things to your customer. I mean you don't even listen to what the 
customer has to say first before scolding her! While talking to the Boss, 
Clara took out her water bottle to have a sip of water and Banana suddenly 
shouted at her, "NO FOOD AND DRINK STOP DRINKING YOUR 
WATER!!!" in front of the security, patrons and us. Never experienced such 
service before. In the end the security came and told us to lodge a complaint 
to the management instead of their Boss. So yeah and we left. Banana never 
did apologise at all for that matter. Will NEVER EVER patronize there 
again, unless I’m dying for a neoprint, other than that I rather not let them 
earn my money 
S17 It was a generally bad experience in the restaurant as there were a number of 
youths making a racket playing games over a meal, to the annoyance of 
many diners. The waiters did nothing. The waiters also made us pass the 
food down instead of laying it on the table, as waiters are expected to. At the 
end of a blah meal, we asked the waiter a typical question – do you have any 
credit card discounts? The response was startling in its appalling smugness – 
“no we don’t – we serve hundreds of customers everyday”. All at the table 
were non-plussed, and we left the place swearing to never return. 
SI Face Smug 
S18 The recent incident where a local actress goes to a restaurant and is denied 
hot water and is asked to pay for bottled water instead is almost an exact 
replica of my own experience at a café. Firstly, many of the servers were 
just milling around but not paying any attention to customers. Then my food 
took forever to come. When it came, my daughter's chicken was bloody and 
when we highlighted it to them, they didn’t even apologise. The final straw 
was when I asked for some warm water for my daughter to take her 
medicine. They told me that they had a policy that forbade them from 
serving warm water and that I would have to buy mineral water instead. I 
tried explaining that my daughter needed it for her medicine but this resulted 
in a hostile "No!" and made me feel like a "cheapskate" to even ask!  
Singapore is a hot country. Traditionally, water is served as a sign of 
hospitality and care. Cost per glass is minimal. Plain water should be served 
free as long as you have placed your order. It is a normal practice in hotels 
as a sign of respect to the guest. Consider his fatigue upon reaching the 
destination – the plain water is for him to quench his thirst. It is basic 
courtesy. I generally avoid places that don’t serve water because of the lack 
of hospitality shown. The attitude of such restaurants to customers asking 
for water is hostile. By charging for water, it shows the restaurant is more 
interested in revenue than in providing service. It’s inhumane to make 
money out of every opportunity. Singapore has lots of competing 
restaurants. I avoid the losers. If the service and attitude of restaurant makes 
you feel like a king or queen, people will go back, sometimes even if the 
food is not so good. 
SI Face Impolite 
S19 I had been in correspondence with a wedding coordinator from a reputable 
6-star hotel in Singapore for about 5 months in the lead-up to my wedding. 
My initial encounters with her left me feeling patronized and a little 
disconcerted. Her responses to our (my then fiancé and myself) questions 





made me feel like we were asking the most inane and silly questions 
although we on the other hand, felt those were important questions 
concerning money and legal clauses within the contract. She was neither 
rude nor impolite but she would often cut us off midway while we were 
speaking or make ‘hmmm’ noises as if to get us to get us to conclude what 
we had to say fast. We also felt like we were speaking to a robot because she 
would give us textbook answers such as ‘the hotel’s policy states that xxx. 
We regret to inform you that this is not possible.’ Like an automated 
machine, she seemed to pick up only certain key words and would provide 
the corresponding template answers. This went on for a while and it was a 
pain trying to get anything done since any request or query that did not fit 
into the ‘template’ would not be entertained. This had also led to a lot of 
confusion on our part as she could not give us a firm answer on whether we 
were allowed to play ripped MP3 music compact discs at our event. She had 
told us no at first and when I explained that it would be a challenge to be 
changing CDs after every track, she said that if we insisted the ripped CDs 
would then have to be played at our own discretion, since the hotel would 
not bear responsibility for any compromise on sound quality. We then said 
that we understood this and would not hold the hotel liable in case of any 
mishaps. A week before the wedding she sent me a contract with a clause in 
bold that stated that ‘no ripped CDs were to be played in the hotel’. I was 
perturbed that this had been included as I thought we all had a common 
understanding at the earlier meeting that we were to play the CDs at our own 
discretion. I then called her to seek clarifications on why this had been 
added and she dismissed it as the ‘hotel’s policy’. When I asked if she had 
remembered that we had an agreement earlier, she ignored the questions and 
repeated what she had told me earlier – ‘hotel’s policy’. Feeling really 
annoyed at being told this the last minute, I told her that she should not have 
waited until the last minute to back out on the agreement as one of the 
groomsmen had spent a lot of time ripping the CDs. Without an apology or 
the effort to pretend to sound apologetic, she replied in an annoyed tone 
‘You can just play music from your laptop’. I thanked her and said I wish 
she had told me this earlier as this would save everyone a significant amount 
of time and effort. The following day, I recalled that she once mentioned 
that there were no speakers in the reception area and this begged the 
question of how music was to be played from the laptop if there were no 
speakers. I then called her on her office’s phone number and I was directed 
to a voicemail and an operator. It was a Sunday and I understood there was a 
fair chance she would not be at work but since she worked as a catering and 
events executive in a hotel, I reckoned that there might still be a possibility 
that she was at work that day. The operator asked if I could take a message 
and I said I would like Ms X to return my call. Twenty minutes later, I 
received a phone call from her to ask if I was trying to reach her. She 
sounded annoyed and spoke with a raised tone to which I asked if it was 
convenient to speak to her and if it wasn’t she could always call me back 
later. She then responded with ‘No. What is it?’ I was rattled by her 
response and said that if it was not convenient it was fine and she could 
always call me back. Her response was ‘It is actually my off day today. It is 
a Sunday. Anyway, what is it?’ I then asked her the question about speakers 
to which she responded with a loud sigh and then proceeded to yell ‘there 
are no speakers in the reception area. You play original CDs there. OK?’ I 
thanked her and said that I did not work for the hotel and that she was my 
only source of information. What seemed like common sense to her may be 
opaque to consumers like myself and then I hung up. I then proceeded to 
request a change in coordinator and the new coordinator advised that all we 
had to do was to sign a liability form and we could play our CDs. 
S20 The person ignored me and served others. When I was finally served they 
did not look at me and used a very flat toneless voice and no facial 
expression. Maybe it’s just me, but I expect service people to be more 
friendly and polite. (could be cultural as I was spent some years in the UK) 
SI Face Nonchalant 
S21 There is this restaurant in the north that has super bad service. When you SI Face Rude 
289 
 
call for someone to take the order, they ignore you. Or if they come, their 
face is "black". Or they give you the wrong side dish, etc. The staff shows 
no initiative whatsoever and all seem to wander around aimlessly. Uncleared 
tables are left for ages, whilst customers queue outside waiting for tables. I 
was there and a waiter told us the restaurant is full, when in fact, there were 
about four uncleared tables waiting to be cleared and reset. And then when 
my friend asked if they could replace the prawns in my pasta with fish, coz 
she’s allergic to shellfish, they refused, saying that ‘it was their policy’. It’s 
so ridiculous, it’s not that she was being fussy, she’s allergic! It’s our 
prerogative as customers. Customers shouldn’t be treated that way. It might 
not be the restaurant’s policy but it’s what the customer wants. 
S22 I was in a taxi with a friend, in the backseat. I had told the taxi driver our 
destination and said to “take any route you want – I think you know best” (in 
Mandarin, the conversation was mostly in Mandarin). He however insisted 
that I choose a route, which I did. But then for quite a while afterwards he 
kept ranting about how unreasonable customers were about routes, and 
recounted past anecdotes about customers who were upset about the routes 
he chose and how unreasonable they were, with some annoyance. It wasn’t 
just friendly sharing. I just responded by mostly agreeing with him. After 
several minutes he stopped talking to us and I talked to my friend for the rest 
of the journey. 
Q + SI 
Face 
Prickly 
S23 This shop I once went to with my friend. When I asked the salesgirl for my 
size, she showed me faces and was so rude even though I asked her nicely. I 
said, “Hi sorry do you have any more Mediums for this one?” and she said 
“No, no don’t have, all out there already” and she didn’t even look at me. 
The way customers are treated these days is really terrible.  
SI Face Unpleasant 
S24 Awfully Chocolate café at Joo Chiat. Friends and I ordered two cinnamon 
buns and two cups of tea. 5 minutes later, one bun came and waitress 
apologized for not bringing the other one. 10 minutes later, nothing was 
served. Waitresses were behind service counter talking and laughing loudly. 
I went up to them and said, “What is so difficult about serving our order? 
What happened to the other cinnamon bun?” she replied, “Oh, I forgot, 
sorry.” The other waitress then checked the order chit and recalled that we 
had ordered tea so she went ahead to make the tea. I commented, “You’re 
not paid to play here”. All the waitresses looked no more than 18-19 years 
old, and appeared to have received little or no training 
SI Face Disrespectful 
S25 I was purchasing a shoe and this salesperson was very unprofessional, had a 
bad attitude and her attitude was very rough. She used hand gestures to 
signal her unwillingness to get me another size of my shoe. She showed her 
displeasure and I was very upset with this kind of attitude. It was unexpected 
because I assumed that all salesperson must have a professional working 
attitude whereas this was totally unexpected. 
SI Face Rough 
S26 I used to work at a mobile phone service centre. There was one occasion 
when a customer called in to make a payment and I answered the call. Here 
is the conversation between us: 
 
Customer: "I want to pay my bill but I am not paying the interest fee" 
(I look at the account and his last payment was September 16th. The late fee 
is $30) 
Me: Sir your last payment was on Sept 16th. Your bill was due on Oct 28th. 
Customer:   I tried to pay it but your system was down so I got frustrated and 
forgot about it. 
Me: I apologize for that but the system was only down for 1 day. You had 
weeks to pay.  I   cannot waive the fee your payment is late. 
Customer: Why are you being so arrogant to me? Don't you think you are 
being arrogant with me? 
 
He doesn't pay his bill and then makes up excuses why he didn't pay it. He 
was rude to me from the beginning of the call and then thinks I'm going to 
waive it. I experienced many such similar calls during my time working 
there from customers who threaten the call centre agents to try to get off 
SI Face Rude 
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paying their bills. 
S27 I used to work in a bank several years ago. Back then, the bank decided to 
change some details of one of their products. Many affected customers 
called to complain and I happened to speak to this customer in particular 
who was infuriated.   
Words used by me: “I apologise on behalf of the bank for this inconvenience 
caused”; “Very sorry”; “I would like to offer you as a form of goodwill”; “I 
understand” etc.  
Words used by customer: “This is bullshit”; “This is cheating”; “This is a 
stupid bank”; “I will sue the bank!” 
Customer’s tone: Raised voice, filled with anger and frustrations, demanding 
etc. 
Gestures: Phone conversation, nil. 
Facial expressions: Phone conversation, nil.  
SI Face Rude 
S28 I work in Macdonald’s after school. One day, a customer comes in and asks 
for a hamburger, fries and a drink. I ask what kind of drink, put it in the 
register computer and tell him the total price. He hands me money and as I'm 
counting the change, he changes his mind and asks to remove the fries and 
drink. I was annoyed because I had just closed the register. I open it again 
and try to count the new change amount and then he said, ‘Wow, you really 
can’t count!’ I call for the supervisor who asks me what happened, I explain 
it, and the customer says I overcharged him. I tell him that he ordered three 
things which was what the original amount was for. He snapped at me, 
saying, "Excuse me??" almost to intimidate me with his tone. I calmly repeat 
what I said but my supervisor took the customer’s side and gave him his 
money. I can’t believe what a fuss the customer made over just a burger and 
fries and questioned my ability to count. 
SI Face Rude, 
Sarcastic 
S29 Over my last semester break, I interned in a bank. I met some very 
unpleasant customers during that time. There was this time when a customer 
came up with two| international money orders. He asked if he could cash 
them. He said he wanted to cash them. 
I told him that unfortunately we don't do money orders. His response was,  
‘Excuse me?? Do YOU know how much I spend here? I want (my boss’s 
name) here right now!!’ My boss came by, and of course he got his way. I 
had to cash it and smile and wish him a "great day." I was so angry I was 
shaking. I really hate it when customers name-drop to get their way. 
SI Face Unpleasant 
S30 I work in a convenience store 3 days a week. Occasionally, I get very weird 
customers. We have this customer who is a regular who always doesn’t 
seem to know what he wants. He will pick up maybe a coke, come to pay for 
it, then mumble something and say he doesn’t want it and picks up a mentos 
instead, and he can do this for like ten minutes.  
- Muddled 
S31 I am a cashier in a departmental store. Last week, I had to deal with a very 
rude customer. There was a long queue for payment, and he cut to the front 
of it. When I requested that he join queue, he said, "I am in line, I just 
walked in." I said, ‘I’m sorry, but you have to go to the back of the queue’. 
His response was, ‘Oh you’re sorry? Ok I accept your apology’. And he 
placed his items down and I had no choice but to process the transaction. I 
really don’t understand how some people can be so absurd and rude. 
Q Face Rude 
S32 I work part-time as a cashier in a small shop. Two weeks ago, a customer 
was paying for her shopping with her debit card, and I had to cancel the 
transaction the first time because the machine was slightly faulty. Her card 
was definitely not charged for the transaction, but she accused me of 
charging her twice, and said things like "I’m going to call the bank and if my 
money is not there, you’re going to be in trouble!" I calmly told her, ‘The 
transaction didn't go through. It would have printed a receipt.’ The customer 
said, ‘I don’t believe you. I’m going to call my bank now.’ So I waited while 
she made the call, and during the call, she said things like ‘This stupid 
cashier charged me twice and thought I wouldn’t know’. In the end, of 
course she found out she hadn’t been charged twice. But she didn’t even 
apologise for her mistake. I get unpleasant customers every now and then 
but this lady is really one of the worst. She is rude, ignorant and 






unreasonable and just because I’m just the cashier doesn’t mean you can call 
me names and expect me to be ok with it. 
S33 As a part-time supermarket cashier, I often have to explain to customers 
about the plastic bag ban. Most customers are quite understanding about it, 
but there are a few who don’t like it at all. For example, there was a 
customer who scolded me when he heard that he has to pay for a bag. He 
said in an irritated tone, ‘You’re making me pay for a plastic bag?? Do you 
want me to pay for the lighting and air-conditioning in the store too??’ And 
then he stomped off. I felt he was being so unreasonable. It is a store policy, 
not mine. Some customers just have a very bad attitude.  
SI Face Rude 
S34 I help out at my parents’ flower shop on weekends. Last December, I was 
helping an elderly couple select some flowers. The whole time, the woman 
kept saying to the man in a very loud voice, ‘The flowers here are so 
expensive and there is so little variety.’ I kept quiet even though I thought it 
was very rude of her. And when she accidentally knocked over a pot of 
flowers, and I bent down to pick everything up, she said to the man, ‘Why is 
she so unfriendly?’ I was so shocked. I didn't even say anything when she 
knocked over the pot. And I spent so much time telling them about the 
flowers. I was so angry that she insulted my parents’ shop and called me 
unfriendly but I didn’t give a reaction. They bought something and I just 
quietly helped them. 
Q + SI 
Face 
Insulting 
S35 I am a supermarket attendant during my days off from school. Last week, a 
female customer approached me and told me the automatic sales machine 
was not working. I went over to help her and her husband was standing there 
trying to scan some oranges, but he was doing it wrongly. I tried to explain 
to them how to do it, but her husband refused to listen to me and interrupted 
me and said that he’s done this many times so he knows how to do it. He 
told me to go away. I was quite hurt by his attitude but I was happy when I 
saw him finally give up and go to the cashier.  
SI Face Unpleasant 
S36 Mr Fuchs came to the counter around 2.40pm. He was looking for 5 foreign 
film titles which he had written down on a sheet of paper. He claimed that 
he had found them on the online catalogue but could not find them on the 
library shelves. I told him I would search for the items for him. It was 
relatively difficult to find the titles as his handwriting was also quite difficult 
to read. He came back to the counter after a while and said that he had been 
waiting for 20 minutes and asked how long more he had to wait. I informed 
him that the library assistants will pass the items to me at the counter in a 
few minutes. He wanted a more definite timeframe so I told him 10 minutes. 
He began complaining about the long wait. When we returned to the 
counter, he said that he wanted me to promise that, if the library assistants 
could not find the 5 items he had written down in 10 minutes, I would “let 
[him] take 6 more [titles]”. I thought he meant that he wanted me to search 
for 6 more titles, and as such I agreed. I loaned out 4 items out of the 5 we 
found for him using his wife’s card. He asked me how many more items he 
could loan out with his PA Premium membership since he had 2 DVDs 
already on loan. I told him 6 books including 2 DVDs, but then he took out 
6 more DVDs and said I had promised to allow him to exceed his loan quota 
by 6 more items. I was taken aback and explained to him that that was not 
how I understood his request. He then insisted that I had made him wait for 
20 minutes for me to do my search, and then 10 more minutes for the library 
assistants to locate the items, and therefore he should be given some form of 
compensation. He was also very insistent on holding me to my promise. He 
ended off by saying that he fully understands the limitations the library 
faces, and that people make mistakes. However, he felt that compensation 
was due to him for mistakes and misunderstandings such as my own. I 
explained to Mr Fuchs that I was in no position to make such an exception 
for him. He began to get angry and stated that he dislikes it when library 
staff (and Singaporeans in general) tell him that we have to abide by the 
rules. Mr Fuchs insisted on seeing the manager of the library immediately. I 
informed him that she was in a meeting, and that he should contact her to 
arrange for a meeting on another date. He boasted that I “d[id] not know 





who [he] [was]” and proceeded to show me a name card belonging to a staff 
member of what seemed to me to be an arts-related private company. The 
name card also had Lui Tuck Yew’s name written on it by hand. He then 
asked me what my name was. As I told him, he reached out over the counter 
to pull my name tag upwards so that he could read it more easily. I did not 
react except to point out that my name is written on the “Get to Know us” 
signboard if he wished to have my name. Mr Fuchs continued to criticise 
Singaporeans for their lack of interest in the arts, and lack of initiative. He 
seemed to want to reconfirm my name and pulled my name tag again. This 
time I moved aside quickly so that he let go of the name tag. He jabbed his 
fingers repeatedly at me and said, in a very loud voice, that he was very 
displeased with my attitude, and that he was going to take action against me. 
He then left the library. 
S37 I am an intern in a law firm during the holidays. Sometimes, I have to deal 
with agitated clients who can get pretty demanding. One day, a client comes 
in demanding to speak with a lawyer immediately. I try to explain that 
everyone has to take a number and wait their turn, but this guy refuses and 
keeps saying, no no don’t tell me what to do, I have my rights. My obvious 
youth often makes me the punching bag for customers. 
Q + SI 
Face 
Rude 
S38 Last week, at the shop I work in, a lady made me cry. It wasn't my fault. She 
wanted to redeem some free shampoo that was advertised in the newspaper. 
I checked and found out that the shampoo was fully redeemed and there was 
no more stock. When I told her, with a ‘sorry’, she said in an annoyed voice, 
‘Then why do you still advertise it?? You made me waste my time coming 
all the way down!’ I don’t know why she had to take it out on me. I wasn’t 
the one who put the advertisement up. She even threw the newspaper at me 
as she left. Some customers really treat service staff like dirt. 
SI Face Nasty,  
Mean 
S39 I work some days at a cake shop. Two days ago, a customer walked in and 
started yelling at me for five minutes straight about some problem with the 
website. I suggested multiple times that she contact our corporate team, but 
she ignored me and yelled at me for all the stuff wrong with the website. 
There was just no point in her yelling at a lowly part-timer who has 
absolutely no programming knowledge. 
SI Face Rude 
S40 Yesterday, I was doing my shift at the DIY shop I work at. I met three 
customers with no manners at all. One of them stepped on my foot, didn't 
apologize or anything. I wasn't even in her way! Then, another one came up 
on my other side, and another one kind of pushed into me, so I was trapped 
between the two! I’m very small, and these two customers were really huge, 
so it was really horrible. And again no apology! I was pissed! At least 
apologise you rude asshats. Us sales personnel are people too. 
SI Face Rude 
S41 I am a store helper at a supermarket. At the end of the day, I have to go 
around collecting the shopping carts. Last week, I was collecting the carts as 
usual when a customer shoved her cart into the last cart, causing it to hit my 
arm very hard. She started laughing at me as I held my arm in pain. I glare at 
her and she just shrugged her shoulders and said, ‘You shouldn’t be standing 
there’, and she pushed the cart again and walked off. I was so angry and 
wanted to push her back but of course, she’s the customer so I had to just 
bite my tongue.  
Q + SI 
Face 
Bullying 
S42 After my exams last year, I helped out at a electronics roadshow. Customers 
who spend a certain amount at the show get a free voucher if they send in 
their recepts. This guy came up to me with his receipt, and asked where he 
can collect his voucher. So I told him to send it in and we will mail him the 
voucher in two weeks. This was his response: 
 
‘TWO WEEKS??’ 
I said, ‘Yes’.  
He said, ‘Are you sure?’  
I said, ‘Yes, the vouchers need about two weeks to be processed and sent 
out.’  
Then he said, ‘If you don't know, just say you don't know and find 
somebody who really knows. Don't just make something up.’  




Inside, I was fuming but I just showed him the terms and conditions on the 
brochure and he walked off without saying anything. Yes, I know two weeks 
is quite long to wait but why does he have to accuse me of making stuff up? 
It was so offensive! 
S43 I am a part-time cashier in a petrol kiosk. The customer I was attending to 
wanted to pay his credit card bills after buying his petrol, but the machine 
for that was not working, so I told him that he could either go somewhere 
else to pay or wait for a while while the technician serviced the machine. 
After waiting for 5 minutes, he got really worked up and started saying, 
‘Why is it taking so long? You think I don’t have better things to do?’ He 
took down my name and threatened to report me to my manager. I told him 
to go ahead and do it, in my annoyance, as I felt he was being very unfair to 
me  
Q Face Nasty 
S44 I am a cashier at the college laundry shop. Recently, an older-looking lady 
came in to collect her clothes. She tried to pay with her credit card, but the 
card kept being declined. SO she said she would go to the nearest ATM and 
withdraw some cash. But the problem was, she wanted to take her clothes 
with her and come back with the money. Of course, I said no. Then she 
started saying some quite offensive things: 
"But it's your fault your machine doesn't work!" (No it wasn’t my fault) 
"I come here all the time, I'm not going to run off!" (I’ve never seen her 
before)  
"The other girl would let me!" (I don’t think she would) 
 
Eventually she left to get her cash without the clothes. Although she never 
raised her voice, her tone was quite condescending the whole time. And that 
pissed me off because obviously no one would let you just walk off without 
paying. It’s not like this is the only shop in the world with that policy.  
Q + SI Condescending 
S45 
 
I work part-time in a bookshop. I just had an encounter with a very 
unpleasant customer. She brought in a gift voucher to pay for her books. The 
total was about $50 and her voucher was $40. So when she handed me the 
voucher, I said out loud to her, ‘so your voucher is $40 ma’am,’ in a bit of a 
questioning tone, to make sure that SHE knows its value. She pointed to the 
voucher and said, ‘Yah, isn’t that what it says?’, as though I was stupid. I 
think my shock from her rudeness was quite obvious. I just quickly finished 
the transaction and wished her a good day because I don’t want to stoop to 
her level. She didn’t respond and later on, I got called up by my supervisor 
because she had made a complaint that I was rude. As far as I’m concerned, 
I was giving her perfect service, and my supervisor knew that too.  
SI Face Demeaning 
S46 
 
I have a temporary job in a convenience store during the semester breaks. 
Last June, a customer came into the store and wanted to buy some alcohol. 
We are not allowed to sell alcoholic products after midnight, so I told him 
sorry, we have this policy. He started getting angry and he said, ‘If you don’t 
sell it to me, I will call the police!” I wanted to laugh at him and say, ‘Sure, 
go ahead!’ But I just stood my ground and after a while, he left the store.  
SI Face Rude 
S47 My company sells GPS devices, and customers who buy them can get a free 
map by emailing in to get the instructions. So this one customer emailed me 
and I told him that he needed to sign up on the website first before I could 
mail him the instructions. So the customer went and did that and got back to 
me. But because it was the Easter holidays here in the US, I was not in the 
office, so I wasn’t able to check my email. When I got back to work, I saw 3 
emails from the customer. Two were to ask me why I hadn’t replied, and the 
last, which was sent to the general company email (they all get routed to 
me), said this:  
 
To whom it may concern, 
I have been waiting ages for your employee, Participant B, to get back 
to us regarding my claim form for the bonus map. You can see from 
the email thread below that he appears to have fallen off the face of the 
earth. I write to you hoping that a) you're not Participant B and b) you 
SI Face Unpleasant 
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demonstrate more professionalism than he has - which is none at all - 
and assist me in getting the free map I was promised when I purchased 
the Tomtom. 
Regards, 
X and Y 
S48 A customer approached me at the counter and asked me to check his library 
account as he wanted to know if he had returned his library books 
successfully through the book drop. I saw that four library books were still 
registered under his account, so I told him I would go back into the 
workroom to ask the library assistants working at the book drop if they had 
missed scanning his books. The library assistants informed me that they had 
already cleared all the books in the book drop and had not seen his books at 
all. I then encouraged the patron to double-check if the books were actually 
left at home “just to be sure”. I explained to him that all items returned 
through the book drop are processed both by the mechanical book drop and 
by library assistants working behind the book drop, and therefore it is highly 
unlikely that the assistants would miss scanning four books in a row. The 
customer took offence and insisted that he had returned the books “just a 
while ago”. I reiterated that it is our library’s policy to encourage customers 
to check their homes, and that we would do a search for the books in the 
library while he searched his own home. The customer grudgingly agreed to 
do so, and before he left, he made me promise to write him a personal 
apology “if proven wrong” (if the books were found in the library). I had no 
choice but to agree. In the end, the customer discovered that he had indeed 
forgotten to return the books, and he surreptitiously returned the books 
without informing library staff. I thought he was an arrogant prick who was 
incapable of entertaining any self-doubt over the most trivial things. When 
he insisted that I write a letter of apology if the library found the books, I felt 





S49 I was recently employed temporarily at an event for some cosmetic products 
to help bag the items up. There was a long queue at the cashier. A woman in 
her 40s walked past everyone and tried to give me her money. I was serving 
someone at the time so I was trying to ignore her, but my colleague told her 
that she needed to join the queue like everyone else. 
She shouted, "I'm not queuing with all of THEM" and she threw her money 
at me and walked out. That was my first time dealing with a rude customer 
so I was very shocked, but my colleague told me that this is actually very 
normal. 
SI Face Rude 
S50 I was in the service industry before – first as a waitress at Swensen’s 
restaurant (age 18) and second, as a receptionist at a computer school (also 
age 18). I did both jobs in the same year. However, these were 20 years ago 
so I don’t have clear memories about experiences with customers. If you ask 
for one word, then, the word ‘demanding’ comes to mind as I can generally 
remember certain customers who asked too many questions (sometimes 
unnecessarily) or when given the answers, were still not satisfied and 
demanded to see a supervisor or manager. 




J1 I recently called JAL to complain about a surcharge they had imposed on 
me for a name change on my airline ticket. The person who took my call 
was so impolite. When I asked why I was being charged so much for a 
simple change of name, the agent replied in a matter-of-fact tone that yes, 
there is such a surcharge. So not only did she not apologise, but she didn’t 
even try to explain why there is a surcharge. Call centre agents should 
always try to soothe the customer first, because it is likely the customer is 
calling because he has a problem he can’t solve by himself. But this JAL 
agent simply tells me point-blank and in an almost bored tone that the 











SI Face Impolite 
 
失礼  
J2 I was in a shop just doing some browsing. The salesperson approached me 
and asked if I needed help. I said no thank you, but the salesperson 
continued to follow me around. When I picked something up, the 
salesperson said, with a smile and the use of honorifics, ‘that looks so good 
with your skin tone, you should really buy it.’ When I said no thanks, she 
continued saying, ‘Would you like to try it in another colour? We have it in 
blue, pink etc’. I said, ‘Please allow me to take a look at the goods and think 










SI Face Over-polite 
 
過剰に丁寧  
J3 I was at a fast food restaurant one day, and the person serving me struck me 
as unsociable. He used honorific speech which is like those in a manual, 
spoke in a dull tone of voice, did not smile and had no expression on his 











I recently went into a shop to buy some clothes. When I was in the fitting 
room, I overheard the salesgirls gossiping about me. (i) Phrases used 
included “Model in the house!” “Bet she doesn’t have enough money to 
buy!” (ii) The tone of voice used was cold. I don’t know if they did this on 
purpose, but their sarcasm hurt me and as employees, they should be more 















J5 When I was staying in a hotel in Yokohama, the heater wasn't powerful 
enough. When I requested that the heater be turned up, the hotel 
receptionist brushed off my request by saying that it had always been 
like that and insisted that the heater was working properly. When I 
asked that she bring this incident up to higher authority, she continued 
to insist there was nothing they could do and that the temperature of the 
heater was fixed at a constant level and could not be changed. She also 
said that the temperature in all the rooms was the same as the heater was 
centrally controlled. She was dismissive of my request and was in 
constant denial of the situation I was facing. She attempted to brush me 
off when I asked her to bring up my case to higher authority. I think 


















J6 I was on a bus on my way home. I felt the bus driver was unfriendly 
because when I said ‘thank you’ when I got off the bus, he just ignored 
me and drove off. I always give a reply when someone says thank you 






Q Face Unfriendly 
 
無愛想  
J7 I was once approached by a door-to-door salesperson, who tried to sell 
me a magnetic bed. I felt he was quite pushy, because he spoke in an 
overly-familiar and harassing way, and did not use honorifics in his 
speech, as though we were very close friends. He kept telling me that 
the magnetic bed is something every household needs. I felt very 







Q/SI Face Over-polite 
 
過剰に丁寧  
J8 I had ordered something and was waiting for it to be delivered to my 
house. When the Fedex man came, the item was broken inside. He was 





Q Face Annoying 
 
気分を害する 
J9 I was in a café waiting for the food I ordered to arrive. After 20 minutes, 
I asked my waiter where my food was, and he said rather dismissively, 
‘It’s coming, it’s coming’. After half an hour, I asked him again and he 
said the same thing. In the end, I ended up waiting 40 minutes for it. I 
found the while experience very annoying and the waiter dishonest. I 
don’t mind waiting, so long as you give me some warning about it, 

















J10 I was in a Chinese restaurant last week, and was served by a waiter that 
didn’t seem to have received proper training. He laid the food on the 
table in a very careless way, and when I asked him for the cheque, he 
said in a very causal manner, ‘Pay it yourself over there’. I found his 





Q Face Uncaring 
 
無関心  
J11 I was in a bakery and needed to use the bathroom. There was a long 
queue. Suddenly, one of the bakers brushed against me and cut in front 
of me. I said politely to him, ‘Sorry but you have to join the queue’. The 
baker replied saying, ‘Hey, there are other toilets around’. I was shocked 








SI Face Rude 
 
無遠慮 
J12 I was at a shop last year, and I was assisted by someone whom I can 
only describe as over-friendly. Both the things she says and her tone of 
voice were more suited for a conversation between friends. I found her 
informal speech inappropriate, as shop assistants should speak to 
customers in formal speech. I know she was just trying to be friendly 












*J13 I was queuing to pay for something in a supermarket and the cashier 
was really slow. She took so long to process the payment of the person 
in front of me, even though he was only buying two things. In the end, I 









J14 My friends and me always find that taxi drivers short-change us or take 
long routes on purpose. And they either talk too much or show us 
unhappy faces. There was this time when I was in a cab and it was very 
cold so I asked the driver if he could make the air-conditioning less 
cold. He turned it off, rolled down the window, turned to me and said, 












J15 I shall talk about my encounter with a very disrespectful waiter in a café 
I visited. The waiter kept forgetting to bring out the food I ordered, and 
the cutlery and salt and pepper. I had to keep reminding him, but each 
time I did, the waiter would make an impatient noise with his mouth and 














J16 I was having my dinner in a restaurant, when I discovered a beetle in my 
food. I was really alarmed, and I called the waiter over to inform him 
about it. He just looked at it and just said, ‘Oh ok’ and took the dish 
away without any apology. I was a bit surprised but let it go, thinking 
that maybe he would deduct the cost of the dish from the total bill. To 
my surprise, this was not done, and when I asked why, the waiter simply 
shrugged and said, ‘We can’t do that once the food has been ordered’. 















J17 Last month, I had to take a flight. I needed to check on the status of my 
flight, so I approached the counter. There was a group of airline 
personnel behind the counter chatting amongst themselves; when I 
asked them about my flight, they continued their chit-chat. So I repeated 
my question and they just looked at me blankly, and using plain speech, 
one of them says, ‘No idea, this is not something we deal with’. I found 










SI Face Disrespectful 
 
失礼な  
J18 I was shopping in a hardware store one day, and I wanted to buy a set of 
screwdrivers. I approached the store employee to ask if the screwdrivers 
are suitable for use with a particular type of material. After I asked a few 
questions, the employee took the screwdrivers from me, and said ‘If you 
don’t want to buy, then don’t waste my time asking so many questions’. 








Q Face Impolite 
 
失礼 
J19 I was shopping for clothes and I was just looking at some shirts myself 
when a salesman came up to me and started describing the 
characteristics of the shirts. He kept going on and on, even though I did 
not respond and I think I made it clear that I was not interested in what 
he had to say. I found him meddlesome because I did not ask for the 













J20 I was at the salon getting a haircut. The hairdresser who attended to me 
was a new one. At first I thought he was quite friendly, but soon, I 




started feeling very irritated because he kept suggesting shampoos and 
treatments for my hair. He kept saying in a very eager tone, ‘You have 
to try this, it will be good for your hair. Or maybe you want to try this, it 
will improve your hair’. Even though I was obviously not interested, the 













J21 I was paying for my bill in a restaurant when I noticed that it contained 
two items I hadn’t ordered. I pointed it out to the waiter and he seemed 
quite dismissive about it, which made me quite angry. I ended up 
scolding him and I think I may have hurt him, but I don’t think 







SI Face Dismissive 
 
軽蔑的な  
J22 I went with my boyfriend recently to a bank to open a new account. I 
approached a financial advisor to ask for advice about which account 
best suits my needs. I was very shocked by the service the advisor gave 
me. She insulted my knowledge of finance. When I asked her if this 
account was sutiable, she said to me in a patronising tone of voice, ‘You 
mean to tell me you are already 20 and this is your first time opening an 








SI Face Patronising 
 
恩着せがましい  
J23 My friends and I were in a shop. I was keen on buying a toy model car. I 
saw one that I liked but wasn’t sure about its characteristics, so I went 
up to a store helper. When I asked about the car, the helper just looked 
through me like I’m not there. I don’t know whether it is because I am 
clearly a student and he thinks I cannot afford to buy the car. But 
whatever the reason is, his attitude was terrible. Although he is a part of 













J24 I was dining at a restaurant and was served by a waitress who showed a 
very shocking attitude. When I was ordering my food, she was very cold 
and only said yes or no when I asked her questions. At the end of the 
order, she just left without saying anything. I found her behaviour 
improper, since I am the customer and the kind of bad feeling that I am 












J25 Recently, I had an awful experience in a shop with really impolite staff. 
They were tactless and inflexible, totally lacking in customer service. I 
was just placing a simple order and they made me feel as though I was 
at their mercy. It's pathetic that establishments like these neglect the 







SI Face Tactless 
 
不届き   
J26 On the weekends, I help out my mother at her clinic as a receptionist. 
Occasionally, I have to deal with difficult cases. For example, we have 
one regular patient, an older lady, who speaks so very softly. She 
whispers all her words. We always have to get her to repeat many times, 
and sometimes, it can get quite tiring, especially when there is a long 










J27 I work part-time at a seafood restaurant in Shibuya. One Saturday night, 
a child comes up slapping, knocking on, and punching the lobster tank. I 
tell him repeatedly to stop doing that and he repeatedly ignored me, then 
I heard him opening up the lobster tank to stick his hand in I told him 
not to do that either and to my surprise he stopped and walked away 
towards his mom. I saw them talking and then she just went back to 
doing what she was doing earlier and the child came running back over 
and stuck his hand back in the lobster tank. Once again I told him to. He 
did, but suddenly, he ripped the tag out of the display case next to the 
tank, and threw them lobster tank. I took out the tag and said to the boy 
that he cannot do these things. His mom came over and she looked 
annoyed and she said, come on let's go, and they both just stood there 
like nothing happened. The mother didn't say anything to her child and I 
didn't get any apology from either of them. I felt very disrespected in my 














SI Face Out-of-line 
 
不適切な  
J28 I am a waitress in a restaurant to help pay for my tuition fees in 
university. I once encountered a customer who was very angry when she 
heard that our restaurant could not accept her booking because it was 
full. When she heard that, she shouted, ‘WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU 
WON’T TAKE MY BOOKING??’ I replied saying. ‘I’m so sorry but 
we cannot take any bookings next weekend as it will be the busiest 
weekend of the year (it is The Emperor’s birthday). The customer 
responded in a very unreasonable tone of voice: ‘Well what if we just 
show up?? Then what will you do?’ I said to her, ‘You’re quite welcome 
to do that, but I doubt your party will be able to sit together.’ She 
continued to shout at me, saying, ‘My party will sit together! I will 






make sure of it!’ Then she stormed off. I was very glad to see that she 
did not actually turn up on the day itself! I found her behaviour really 














J29 I am employed at a horse stable as a part-time hand. I had quite a 
disturbing encounter with one of the riding customers. While waiting for 
one of the horses to be brought round for saddling, I was just standing 
there, existing in a spot and this middle-aged man walked into me. He 
did not BUMP into me, he walked into me as though I did not exist. I 
stepped out of his way but when I moved, he continued to move 
forward. Like a video game like a video game character who keeps 
moving his feet into an immovable object. The thing that really angered 
me was how he did not say anything the whole time, not a single ‘sorry’ 












Q Face Insensitive 
 
非情 
J30 I work in a music shop on weekends. Sometimes I have to answer phone 
calls from customers asking if we sell a particular CD. Last week, a 
customer called to ask if we have the latest Utada Hikaru album. 
Throughout the phone call, he kept apologising for troubling me, and 
even after I said I’m just doing my job, he would not stop. He also kept 
praising me for doing such a good job, when I hadn’t even found his CD 
yet! I became irritated eventually, because he was beginning to sound 
insincere. He was in fact, taking up more of my time by repeatedly 











Q Face Irritating 
 
イライラさせる 
J31 I am a part-time waiter, and sometimes, I meet customers who are not 
very nice. Recently, I served a group of customers he describes who 
were pushy and insistent the whole time. They kept calling me over to 
take their order, and it was the same order over and over again. The way 
they said it was also very insulting.  When they say, ‘excuse me, could 
you take our order please?’ their voices were sarcastic and the 
expressions on their faces were sour. I was so irritated after the third 
time that I said to them, ‘Why not? I don’t have anything else to do.’ 

















J32 I am a temporary cashier at a parking centre. Last week, this male 
customer tried to pay his 650 yen ticket with a credit card. But we don’t 
accept credit cards, and there is a sign that says so at the entrance of the 
centre. So I tell the customer this, but he has no money, so give him 
directions to the nearest ATM, which is across the street. When he 
comes back with the money, he snaps at me and says, "It is so stupid 
that I just spent 50000 yen at the shopping centre and I have to pay for 
my parking." I apologise and bow repeatedly to him. He gives me the 















J33 I am a delivery boy for Ichibanya. We once had a customer from a hotel 
who ordered a large curry rice and some coke. She also requested for 
plates, napkins and spoons. Our company’s rule is to provide 3 or 4 
plates, napkins and forks per large rice. I packed everything in a bag, 
and cycled to the hotel. When I arrived there, the customer asked about 
the supplies plates and napkins. I handed him the bag and he looked 
inside. Then he looked up and said very loudly, "WHEN I ASK for 
napkins I EXPECT more than just FOUR." Then he said, “WELL I’m 
not paying the delivery fee!" And I had no choice but to return without 
it, and of course my boss was not happy. I really hate customers who 

















J34 During my temporary stint as a waitress, I encountered quite a few 
unreasonable customers, but one was especially unpleasant. After I 
served this customer his soup, he asked me to grind some pepper into 
the soup. I did as he asked, and I’d pause every now and then to ensure 
that I’m not grinding too much. He kept waving me on until he suddenly 
said in an irritated tone, ‘That’s enough!’ while shaking his foot in 
irritation and frowning. I felt like he was blaming me for something, 















J35 I have an after-school job in an electronics store, and I’m quite 
experienced since I’ve been working there for two years. I am especially 
familiar with mobile phones. But I recently encountered a customer who 
did not trust my expertise at all and was furthermore quite unpleasant 
about it. He came in complaining about a phone he bought from us the 
other day, because he could not get it to work. I took it from him and 
examined it and found that he was using a card that is not compatible 
with the phone. When I told him so, he said, ‘That’s nonsense! I was 
told by the person who sold me this phone that I can use this card! 
I said, ‘I’m sorry but you have to use a DoCoMo card with this phone.’ 
The customer replied, ‘I don’t want to. I’m not a DoCoMo subscriber so 
why should I use their cards?’ I tried explaining that only DoCoMo 
supports the WCDMA network, but he cut me off and said, ‘Don’t tell 
me what to do. I’m going to call Willcom and get this taken care of 
since you obviously don't know what you're talking about.’ So I walked 
off and let him call and thirty minutes later, I happen to look over to see 
the customer exchanging the Willcom card for a DoCoMo card and I 

























I work in Mitsukoshi Nihonbashi as a store assistant. After my break, I 
came back and saw three children hanging off a shopping trolley. I 
apologised to them and said that they have to get off. They just ignored 
me. As I was telling them again to get off, a lady come up and shouts at 
me: "Excuse me! Are you harassing my children? How dare you yell at 
them like that?!" Shocked and wanting to defend myself, I explained to 
her that they were climbing on the trolley and they could hurt 
themselves or someone else. But that seemed to anger her more, because 
she continued shouting: “That doesn’t give you the right to go up to him 
and threaten him!” I was really angry inside because she was accusing 
me wrongly of things I did not do, but because she is the customer, all I 


















J37 I work in a store during my free time. I once had to serve a very 
unreasonable customer. In my store, customers are not allowed to try on 
sales items, and this can be seen from the signs around the store. But 






this customer came up to me to say she wanted to try on a shirt and a 
skirt that were on sale. I apologised and told her that due to company 
policy, she can’t do this. I pointed to the signs in the store. She shoved 
the clothes into my arms, and said in a fierce and strict’ tone, ‘What is 
wrong with this shop? I’m not coming here again’. I apologised 
profusely but I don’t understand why the person is angry with me. It 











J38 I was working in a furniture store. And this lady comes up with her 
little girl and the girl starts bouncing on the mattresses on display. So I 
tell the lady, “Ma’am, I’m sorry but we don’t really allow people to go 
on the mattresses”. And she gives me this long stare, and says to her 
daughter, “C’mon Sheila. Let’s go”. I suppose I’d offended her but I 













J39 I used to be a sales assistant in a clothing shop. I once encountered a 
very impolite customer. He wanted to buy an umbrella, which we sell 
for 200 yen, but only if you spend a minimum of 1500 yen first. If you 
buy it alone, it costs 500 yen. He kept saying that he spent 1500 yen last 
week, so he can buy the umbrella for 200 yen. And he kept asking one 
of my colleagues if he recognises him as the customer who spent the 
1500 yen last week. I tried to explain politely that he must spend 1500 
yen and buy the umbrella on the same day. He said, ‘You think I’m 
someone you can cheat! I will complain to your manager and make sure 
you lose your job!’ In the end, my manager asked him to leave the store 
because he is making a scene and I was very relieved. There is really no 














SI Face Impolite 
 
失礼 
J40 I work at the ticket booth in the cinema on the days I have no classes. 
Last week, a customer got very angry when I told him that his phone 
reservation was not successful because he hung up the phone before the 
transaction was completed. He started shouting and cursing at me, even 
though it was clearly his fault. I felt very stressed out and I had to keep 
saying sorry on behalf of the cinema. I think that in other countries, he 
would have been thrown out by security for being so abusive, but in 








Japan, we have a saying that customer is god, so I had to just stand there 










J41 I used to be a bartender at a small bar in Harajuku. I had this lady 
customer who I found quite impolite. The first time she patronised, she 
asked me why I have a lip ring. Then she said I should take it out. The 
second time, she came in and asked again why I have it. Then she said 
"You think it looks cute, but it doesn't". She also asked me how much I 
make and she wanted to know the exact salary. I thought she was being 














J42 I am training to be a pharmacist, so during the school holidays, I have to 
intern at a pharmacy. Recently, someone came in looking for some 
cough medicine. She wanted a particular brand, but we don’t carry it so 
I recommended something that has exactly the same ingredients, but it 
has a different name. She took one look at it and said in a very accusing 
way, ‘NO IT’S NOT THE SAME! I work in the health care industry so 
don’t think you can fool me ok! You’re trying to promote your own 
brand!’ Later on, I consulted the pharmacist who told me that I was right 














J43 I work on the weekends in a scuba diving shop. Last Sunday, a customer 
walked into the store with a lit cigarette last night. He was puffing away 
and blowing smoke like a chimney. The shop actually has huge no-
smoking signs, because of the oxygen tanks we keep there. 
A co-worker finally approached the customer and asked him not to 
smoke inside. The customer said in an arrogant tone, ‘Fine, if that’s 
what you want.’ And he threw his cigarette on the floor and left. I really 
couldn’t believe how impolite and arrogant some customers are. It’s a 
store policy for the safety of the customers. For him to react like that is 



















J44 I am a part-time waitress during the school holidays. One night, a group 
of drunk, older men came into the restaurant where I work. They were 
very rowdy and annoying. They had frivolous expressions and kept 
using overly casual language with me. It is unbecoming of a working 













J45 I work in an Internet café. One day, this middle-aged customer came in. 
I did not have a good feeling about her from the start because she 
ignored me when I said ‘Hello, how are you?’ She paid for one hour to 
use the Internet, and as I was giving her change, she says ‘Charger.’ I 
said, ‘Pardon?’ She sighed and said in an annoyed way, ‘I need phone 
charger.’ I said, ‘Oh sorry, I don’t have one’. She said, ‘This is a useless 













J46 As a sales promoter in a store, one of my duties is to go around asking 
customers if they need help. Last night, I went around doing this, and 
most of the customers told me they were doing well, until I met this 
man, who looked at me in a sort of suspicious and unfriendly way, and 
said in a condescending tone of voice "No. Does it look like I need 
help?’ I was taken aback by the impolite reaction, and said, ‘No, no, 
please carry on. I’m sorry for disturbing you’. In my time at the store, I 
have not met someone who gets so offended when I try to help them. It 

















J47 I was recently promoted from a dishwasher to a greeter in the restaurant 
I work in after school. Last week, I walked past a table after welcoming 
another party into the restaurant. As I walked past, the man grabbed by 
arm and said very loudly that he has been waiting for his food for 30 
minutes. Luckily, my manager saw what was happening, and walked 
over to help me handle the situation. I understand the frustration of 
waiting for your food, but for him to grab my arm like that is definitely 















J48 I am a part-time employee in a shop that sells games. Yesterday, an 
elderly lady came in and asked us if we sell computer games. I 





apologised and said no, we only sell card games and board games. The 
lady said, ‘Why can’t you start selling some computer games?’ I 
apologised again and said it was just not our line of business. She said, 
‘Well, I am 62 years old and do not play want to play silly board games. 









J49 I am a shop assistant. I really feel very angry when I ask customers if 
they want a bag to put their things in and they ignore me. If they don’t 
need my help, why can't they just say no instead of just keeping quiet?? 






SI Face Impolite 
 
失礼 
J50 I recently started work at a restaurant as a waiter. I only work on 
weekends because I have school. Last Saturday, a man walked in with 
his wife and just sat down at a table, even though there was a ling 
queue. He grabbed me as I walked past and demanded that I cleaned his 
table immediately. I told him politely that he has to join the queue. He 
said very nastily, ‘Don’t tell me what to do, young man. Just clean the 
table and get me the menu!’ I went up to my supervisor and told him 
about it, and he went over to the customer and told him that he was not 
being fair to the other customers. The man stood up and banged his hand 
on the table and shouted, ‘I’m not eating here ever again!’ and dragged 
his wife out. We were so glad to see such a disgusting person leave. I 














Q Face Crude 
 
荒々しい 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
